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Abstract 
This thesis investigated the information literacy experiences of EFL students at a 
women’s higher education institution in the United Arab Emirates (UAE). The key 
research question explored in this study was: how do EFL students experience 
information literacy? EFL (English as a Foreign Language) students study in English 
in their own country, where English is not the native language of communication. 
Information literacy, a key concept used in this thesis, is defined as ‘using 
information to learn’. This research revealed that EFL students in this particular 
context experienced information literacy in four qualitatively different ways and had 
varying experiences of information and learning. This included varying experiences 
of information sources and approaches to learning. The four categories revealed 
through the data were: process, quality, language and knowledge. There is currently a 
lack of research about EFL students’ experiences of information literacy, therefore 
this study provides an important contribution to research about information literacy 
in the cultural and educational context of the United Arab Emirates. 
 
This study used phenomenography, a relational approach, to explore the information 
literacy experiences of EFL students. Phenomenography studies the qualitatively 
different ways a phenomenon is experienced in the world around us. Thirty final year 
female undergraduate students from a higher education institution in the United Arab 
Emirates (UAE) were interviewed for this research. Phenomenography has 
traditionally been used in the education field to study the phenomena of learning and 
teaching, and also in key information literacy research. Bruce (1997a) recommends 
that studies about people’s conceptions of information literacy need to be conducted 
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in higher education institutions internationally to explore the experience of 
information literacy in various cultural contexts.  
 
Analysis of the data showed that EFL students in this research faced challenges that 
impacted on their experiences of information literacy. This research found that 
English language limitations impacted on the students’ experiences of reading, 
accessing and translating information. EFL students faced barriers to accessing 
information in local contexts and in their own language. EFL students also faced 
challenges when reading text in English, when translating between two languages 
and with understanding the meaning and context of information in English. Students 
also perceived information in English to be of higher quality than information in their 
own language. This research has revealed that EFL students in this study applied 
various techniques when they read, understood, organised and translated information. 
While these techniques are often teacher directed, EFL students often adapted these 
techniques to suit their own learning styles. This research has revealed that EFL 
students’ learning strategies were sequential, strategic and informative. The 
discussion in this thesis also reveals that EFL students share many similar 
information literacy experiences with native English speaking students, which can be 
attributed to the Western and English language educational context they are studying 
in. 
 
The findings from this research offer an important contribution to information 
literacy practice by providing important insights about EFL students’ experiences 
and perceptions of information and learning that can be used to inform curriculum 
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development. As educators, it is important to use the experiences and perceptions 
that students have of information literacy to inform curriculum development. 
The thesis also discusses how information literacy curriculum development for EFL 
students can be both inclusive and developed across different frameworks of 
information literacy. It is recommended that librarians, academics and language and 
learning support professionals integrate the following factors when developing 
information literacy curriculum for EFL students: approaches to learning, the varying 
experiences EFL students have of information and learning and the challenges EFL 
students face due to language and a lack of access to information.  
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Chapter 1:  Introduction to the Research 
EFL students studying at universities in the UAE experience a variety of language 
related information literacy challenges. Emirati students live in an Arabic speaking 
community, however, they are immersed in an English speaking academic 
community. The research presented here explores the challenges these students face 
in order to better understand their experiences of information literacy.  
 
This chapter provides background to the research study. It outlines the research 
problem and research question that was explored. It also provides a brief overview of 
the methodology for the research study. It also outlines the significance and 
contribution of the study to library and information science, education and research 
communities. The chapter concludes by outlining the overall organisation of the 
thesis.  
The Context 
 
This study investigates the information literacy experiences of EFL (English as a 
foreign language) students with a particular focus on Arabian students who are 
studying in their home country, in this case the United Arab Emirates (UAE). EFL is 
defined as English for learners in whose community English is not the usual 
language of communication (Thornbury, 2006). For the purpose of this research, and 
to avoid too much confusion, the students are defined as EFL students, however, the 
outcomes of this research can be used to inform curriculum development in ESL 
(English as a Second Language) situations. Although there may be some differences 
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in the contexts or environments these students are living in, increasingly EFL 
students are studying in Western style educational environments where English is 
being used as the medium of instruction. English is also increasingly being used as 
the mode of communication in business, therefore the lines between EFL and ESL is 
increasingly becoming blurred and research conducted in both contexts are of 
relevance to both EFL and ESL environments. The students in this research are 
studying at an institution which uses English as a medium for teaching and learning. 
They are immersed in a culturally and linguistic Arab environment in their daily 
lives, while studying and learning in an educational setting that uses Western style 
curriculum. 
 
In the United Arab Emirates, there are three higher education institutions operated by 
the federal government – The United Arab Emirates University, Zayed University 
and the Higher Colleges of Technology, as well as a number of international 
universities. All of these institutions offer foundation (bridging) courses before 
entering year one of the bachelor courses. Over 34000 Emirati students are enrolled 
in Bachelor and postgraduate courses (Fox, 2008). Universities in the UAE hire 
lecturers and professionals from other countries, so often there is a Western style 
education system including curriculum and assessment to teach these students the 
necessary competencies at a university level. Universities often accredit their course 
with overseas institutions in America, England and Australia. 
 
 Many of the universities in the UAE teach in a medium of English. Hall (2011, p. 
421) states that “Arab students studying in tertiary institutions through the medium 
of English, face unique challenges not only with language acquisition but also in 
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engaging in the written discourse of academia”. Other authors note that the Arab 
culture is traditionally an oral, not reading, culture and critical thinking has not been 
encouraged in the education system (Fox, 2008; Hall, 2011; Mazawi, 2010).  
Hall (2011, p. 422) notes that “Often when students learn English as a foreign 
language, their education in the Arab speaking world has focused on memorization 
and rote learning”. To redress problems of current teaching practices in high schools 
that encourage rote learning, emphasis on critical thinking skills and independent 
learning is becoming more prevalent in the higher education system in Gulf 
countries. “Calls to ‘build a knowledge society’ and the importance of critical skills 
have become a key feature of present day discourses in the Middle East” (Mazawi, 
2010, p. 201). Although two major higher education institutions in the UAE, Zayed 
University (2012) and the Higher Colleges of Technology (2012), list information 
literacy as a graduate/learning outcome, there is little emphasis placed on this 
graduate outcome in the literature about EFL students in the Gulf. The few studies 
that have been conducted about information literacy in this region have focused on 
information searching skills and taking into consideration cultural factors when 
developing information literacy curriculum, and when helping students with 
reference queries (Al-Saleh, 2004; Hart & Johnston, 2010; Martin, 2006; Walker & 
Click, 2011).  
Research Problem 
Information literacy is a graduate outcome for students studying in higher education 
institutions around the world. In addition, the number of people who speak English 
as an additional language (EAL) exceeds the number of people who speak it as their 
first language (Thornbury, 2006). Therefore developing information literacy 
curriculum for students who speak English as a foreign or second language is of 
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critical concern for librarians and other educators such as academic and language 
learning support professionals.  Despite the rapidly increasing numbers of non native 
English speaking students in higher education institutions around the world limited 
attention is currently paid to understanding or addressing their particular information 
literacy needs. Limited research can be found that investigates the information 
literacy experiences of these students, therefore information literacy curriculum 
development and teaching practice is often informed by librarians and academics 
experiences rather than through published research and models that are specifically 
related to EFL/ESL students. Before educators can begin to develop information 
literacy curriculum for EFL students they first need to explore their experiences of 
information literacy - how they interact with and use information to learn and the 
challenges and barriers they face in their experiences of information and learning.  
This research provides data that can be used to inform librarians and other educators 
about the experiences and perceptions this particular group of EFL students had of 
information literacy and the challenges and barriers they faced due to language and 
the approaches to learning they took to overcome these challenges and barriers. 
 
This thesis defined information literacy using a relational approach. Bruce (2008, p. 
5) proposes that, “Information literacy is experiencing different ways of using 
information to learn”. This definition of information literacy was used as the basis 
for exploring EFL students’ experiences of information literacy. The aim of this 
research was to use phenomenography to explore the information literacy 
experiences of EFL students with a view to using these findings to inform 
information literacy education, especially in educational situations where students 
are using English as a foreign or second language. This research also aimed to 
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investigate whether EFL students have similar experiences of information literacy as 
native speakers of English.  
 
How library professionals in an academic environment approach the concept of 
information literacy in teaching and learning impacts on how students experience 
information literacy. Bruce, Edwards and Lupton (2006, p. 1) state that,  
“information literacy is not a theory of learning, but rather that peoples’ approaches 
to IL and IL education are informed by the views of teaching, learning and IL”. If 
there is a lack of information available about information literacy in EFL and ESL 
environments, librarians and other educators will develop curriculum and teach based 
only on their own knowledge and experiences. It has been suggested that librarians 
collaborate with second language educators when developing information literacy 
curriculum (Conteh-Morgan, 2002) and although this is beneficial and allows 
librarians to draw upon English language educators expertise, librarians also need to 
be informed and have knowledge of the specific factors that impact EFL/ESL 
students, so they can develop information literacy curriculum that meets the needs of 
students in second language environments. It would therefore be a logical 
assumption that it is important for information literacy educators to have knowledge 
of how their students experience and perceive information, so that they can use this 
knowledge to develop curriculum that meets the needs of their students.  However, in 
general there is limited research that can be used to inform practice about students’ 
information literacy experiences in English speaking educational contexts where the 
students’ native language is not English. Literature about non native speaking 
English speaking students (ESL, EFL, international students) and information 
literacy has generally focused on information literacy instruction and incorporating 
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language and cultural aspects into instruction (Amsberry, 2008; Hurley, Hegarty, & 
Bolger, 2006). Research about EFL students in the Gulf has also focused on 
information literacy instruction and information searching behaviour (Al-Saleh, 
2004; Martin, 2006).  There is a need to conduct more research about EFL students 
that focuses on their experiences and perceptions rather than just focusing on skills or 
competencies or research that is focused on the learner and their experiences.  
 
A gap exists in library and information science research that investigates EFL 
students’ experiences of information literacy using phenomenography, a relational 
approach. This gap needs to be addressed, as it is important for information literacy 
educators to use students’ experiences and perceptions of information literacy to 
inform the development of curriculum. Modern views of teaching and learning are 
more learner centred, rather than traditional teacher centred views. As the relational 
approach also focuses on the learner and their experiences, findings from studies 
conducted using this approach are needed to help inform information literacy 
educators that are teaching in more learner centred EFL and ESL environments. 
There is a growing body of work that explores the experiences of higher education 
students using relational approaches, however it has until now been limited to native 
English speaking contexts.  This research aims to start the conversation about using 
relational approaches to explore information literacy experience of students who do 
not speak English as their first language and in turn encourage other researchers to 
conduct further research about EFL/ESL students in different cultural and 
educational contexts.  
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As the aim of this research was to explore variations in EFL students’ experiences of 
information literacy, a relational approach was used as the theoretical framework that 
underpins this study. 
The key research question explored in this study was:  
 How do EFL students experience information literacy? 
 
This knowledge was used to: 
 Increase understanding about EFL students varying experiences of 
information and learning that can be used to inform information literacy 
practice and used to inform librarians and other educators.  
 Provide recommendations for further research and recommendations for 
information literacy education in EFL and ESL environments.  
 Compare the information literacy experiences of EFL students with other 
students. 
 
Research Approach 
This thesis about EFL students’ experiences of information literacy used a 
phenomenographic approach. Phenomenographic research is traditionally an 
approach used in the education field to study the phenomena of learning, studying, 
communication and teaching (Svensson, 1997), therefore it is an appropriate research 
method to explore experiences of information literacy in an educational context. 
Phenomenography rose out of research conducted with university students on student 
learning in Sweden in the 1970’s (Marton, 1994; Svensson, 1997).  Marton (1994, p. 
4424) describes phenomenography as “the empirical study of the limited number of 
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qualitatively different ways in which various phenomena in, and aspects of, the 
world around us are experienced, conceptualized understood, perceived and 
apprehended”.  Findings in this approach are described as a set of categories and 
these categories describe the conceptions or experiences (Edwards, 2005). 
Phenomenography also adopts a second order perspective, asking research questions 
of a ‘how’ instead of a ‘what’ nature, for example, how do people experience 
information seeking? (Limberg, 2000). Marton (1994), who first used the research 
approach, wanted to understand why some students learn better than others and used 
the variations of their experiences of learning to develop categories of description 
which he described as surface and deep.  
 
In the phenomenographic approach, the aim is to determine the finite number of 
ways the phenomenon may be experienced by the participants and researchers must 
look for the relationship between the learners and object of their learning (Edwards, 
2005). The aim of this study was to understand the relationship between EFL 
students and information literacy and identify variations in their experience of 
information literacy. Edwards (2005) states that variation is the central concept to 
understand how phenomenographic research may be applied in practice. After doing 
phenomenographic research to understand the variation in the ways of experiencing 
web searching, Edwards proposes that the research needs to be applied to teaching 
practice. The researcher proposes that the results of the information literacy 
experiences of EFL students will be used to inform teaching and learning practice. 
 
This study follows a well established research tradition. Phenomenographic 
approaches have been used in the library and information science field, especially in 
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the context of exploring how students search for and use information. Bruce 
proposed general directions for possible phenomenographic research, including the 
study of ways in which people experience information and its role in society and the 
study of varying understandings of concepts and principles such as information 
literacy.  “The first connection between phenomenography and information literacy 
was established by Bruce’s 1997 work, The Seven Faces of Information Literacy, 
which emphasizes a holistic evaluation of people’s experience of information literacy 
as an aspect of learning rather than the assessment of measurable attributes and skills 
associated with specific information seeking processes” (Andretta, 2007, p. 155). 
Edwards (2004) also conducted a phenomenographic study to identify variations in 
the experience of information searching. The researcher used traditional 
phenomenographic approaches including conducting interviews and development of 
categories. Other studies about information literacy that employ a phenomenographic 
approach includes a phenomenographic study on information professionals and 
evidence based practice (Partridge, Edwards, & Thorpe, 2010), investigating students 
experiences of information literacy (Lupton, 2008a), and academics’ experiences of 
information literacy (Boon, Johnston, & Webber, 2007). 
Significance of Research 
 
The following section outlines the significance this research has to library and 
information science theory, to information literacy practice, to librarians and 
academics and to phenomenography. This research provides empirical data on the 
information literacy experiences of EFL students and their varying experiences of 
information and learning. In general, there is limited research about students’ 
information literacy experiences in English speaking educational contexts where the 
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students’ native language is not English.  Research using phenomenography to 
explore the information literacy experiences of second language learners is also 
limited, therefore, this research provides new perspectives and approaches to 
learning  in EFL environments that can be used to inform information literacy 
practice and that can contribute to information literacy theory. This research is also 
significant to phenomenography as it outlines the approaches used to interview 
second language learners.  
Significance to Theory 
 
This study will advance theory in the Library and Information Science field as it 
expands on current models of information literacy that understand information 
literacy as a holistic phenomenon rather than as a set of competencies. This study 
will add to research (Boon et al., 2007; Edwards, 2005; Lupton, 2008a) using the 
phenomenographic approach to explore experiences of information literacy.  
Currently there is little research about the information literacy experiences of EFL 
students and current research in this area focuses on behavioural aspects of 
information literacy or on teacher centred instruction. Bruce (1997a) recommends 
that studies of people’s conceptions need to be conducted in higher education 
institutions internationally to explore variations in other cultural contexts. This study 
was conducted in response to a gap that exists in the literature about information 
literacy and second language learners and that uses a relational approach that 
investigates EFL students’ experiences and perceptions of information literacy. 
Therefore it will provide useful insights into the current theoretical discussions 
surrounding information literacy and different views or approaches.  
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Significance to Practice 
 
This research will increase Library and Information Science (LIS) understandings 
about the information literacy experiences of EFL students. Librarians teaching in 
EFL environments often develop curriculum and teach based on their individual 
experiences as there is little research investigating EFL students and information 
literacy. It is important as an educator to develop curriculum that meets the teaching 
and learning needs of particular groups of students and to keep informed of factors 
that impact on teaching and learning. This research about the ways EFL students 
experience information literacy is significant because it provides empirical data that 
has not been previously investigated on how EFL students experience information 
literacy. As the sample of students in this study comes from fourth year students who 
have had more experience in the education system, it also provides useful insights 
about their experiences of information and approaches to learning that can be 
incorporated into curriculum development that is aimed at previous year levels. 
Useful insights are offered about EFL students’ experiences that can be used by EFL 
and ESL educators when developing curriculum. The findings of this thesis provide 
details of EFL students’ varying experiences of information and learning and can be 
used to inform librarians developing information literacy curriculum for EFL 
students. 
 
This research is also significant to academics teaching in EFL environments in 
higher education as it provides information about the approaches to learning and 
experiences EFL students have of information literacy when they are conducting 
research projects. This can be used to inform academics developing curriculum and 
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assessments in EFL environments in any discipline. Jewels and Albon (2012) argue 
that while English language teaching research is not a new phenomenon, studies on 
pedagogy to promote successful learning outcomes for non native English speaking 
students is a recent development in educational literature. By providing information 
about EFL students’ experiences of learning, for example, the techniques EFL 
students use to read and understand information, this research can be of use to 
academics developing curriculum that promotes students to successfully meet 
learning outcomes in EFL environments. 
Significance to Research Approach 
  
Marton (1981) states that in phenomenography we deal with both the conceptual and 
the experiential, as well as what is culturally learnt and individually developed ways 
of relating ourselves to the world around us. Traditionally phenomenographic 
research conducted within the educational and library science field has been 
conducted with native speakers of their first language (Bruce, 1997a; Marton & 
Booth, 1997). This research takes the approach of conducting phenomenographic 
interviews with EFL students whose native language is Arabic, but in the language in 
which they study, English. It considers these students’ learning paradigms in their 
cultural context and what they have learnt as EFL students, studying in English, but 
in their own cultural and language environment. This research will provide new 
perspectives on conducting phenomenographic interviewing within a context that has 
not traditionally been used in phenomenographic research: EFL students. This 
research provides techniques and approaches to conducting phenomenographic 
interviews with participants in their second language and in a cultural context where 
students do not traditionally speak in depth about their educational experiences.  
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Key Concepts 
The following section outlines key concepts of relevance to this research. 
EFL (English as a Foreign Language) 
EFL (English as a foreign language) is defined as English for learners in whose 
community English is not the usual language of communication (Thornbury, 2006). 
ESL (English as a Second Language)  
ESL (English as a second language) is defined as learners living in an English 
speaking environment and who need English in order to become integrated into this 
environment (Thornbury, 2006). 
Experience 
Marton and Booth (1997, p. 112) describe a way of experiencing something as a 
“way of discerning from, and relating it to, the context”. They go to further explain 
that experiences are not mental or physical but rather comprise of an internal 
relationship between the subject and the world, in other words the relationship 
between the person and the phenomenon.  
Information 
Bruce (2008) describes information as anything we experience as informing and that 
information is seen differently in different contexts. Bruce et al. (2006) also sees 
information as being objective and subjective.  
Information Literacy 
For the purposes of this thesis, information literacy is defined as: “Information 
literacy is experiencing different ways of using information to learn” (Bruce, 2008, 
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p. 5). This definition has been developed from the relational model of information 
literacy, which is based on the concept that students experience information literacy 
in a range of complex ways (Bruce, 1997b; Bruce et al., 2006). The terminology 
information literacy is used throughout the thesis, with the understanding that it is 
defined from a relational approach. Information literacy is a concept, idea or content. 
The processes or practices that are used to teach or learn information literacy are 
defined as information literacy practices.  
Information Literacy Practice 
 
The practical contexts within which information literacy is taught or learnt (Bruce, 
2008), including information literacy instruction delivered by librarians or academics 
in classrooms and the development of information literacy curriculum.  
Learning  
From a relational approach, learning is coming to see or experience a phenomenon in 
new ways, for example, experiencing information literacy in new ways (Bruce, 
2008). More traditional definitions of learning view learning as the transmission of 
knowledge whereas experiential or relational theories view learning as the 
transformation of knowledge. In the context of EFL students, learning is experienced 
in a variety of ways that encompasses both traditional and relational views of 
learning.  
  
Second Language Acquisition 
The term second language is generally used to refer to any language a person speaks 
in addition to their native language. Second language acquisition (SLA) refers to the 
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acquisition of any language after the acquisition of the native language. SLA is a 
term that covers both EFL and ESL learning (Ellis, 2008, pp. 5-6). 
 
Overview of the Thesis 
 
The following chapters cover the research process and findings. Chapter 2 reviews 
relevant literature to give background for the research, to position it within the 
broader research discipline, and to illustrate the gaps that exist in the current 
research. Chapter 3 describes the research methodology for the study. It discusses 
phenomenography as a research approach and outlines the process for data collection 
and analysis. The pilot study is also discussed in this chapter. Chapter 4 outlines the 
findings of this phenomenographic study about information literacy including an 
outline of the categories of description and the outcome space. Chapter 5, the 
discussion and conclusions chapter, outlines contributions this research makes to 
research about EFL and ESL students, information literacy using a relational 
approach, information literacy practice and to phenomenography. The thesis 
concludes with recommendations for further research and information literacy 
education. 
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Chapter 2:  Literature Review 
Introduction 
 
This chapter discusses the theories and research about English language learning and 
information literacy with a specific focus on research related to EFL and ESL 
students. Historical and current English language and information literacy teaching 
and learning theories and approaches influence how EFL students experience 
information literacy as they are experiencing information literacy in a teaching and 
learning environment based on English language acquisition and Western 
information literacy theories and ideas. EFL students are also experiencing 
information literacy in specific cultural, language and educational contexts and this 
also has important impacts on their experiences. However, as this literature review 
shows, there is a significant gap in the literature that explores the information literacy 
experiences of EFL students and in general a lack of research that investigates the 
impacts of language, culture and educational environments of EFL and ESL 
students’ experiences of information literacy. 
 
It is important for this study to understand both traditional and modern theories and 
models for teaching and learning in both the English language and library science 
fields. Traditional methods of teaching in both English language and library fields 
have been developed based on behavioural theories of education. Both fields have 
developed methods of teaching and curriculum development based on cognitive, 
humanistic, psychological and philosophical theories, therefore, the literature review 
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focuses on the experiential and relational approaches of both English language 
teaching and information literacy. Although there are other theories, methods and 
approaches in both these fields, the behavioural, experiential and relational theories 
and approaches are the most relevant to the context in which this study is being 
conducted. Behavioural approaches to teaching are still used in language and 
information literacy instruction with EFL students, however, less traditional methods 
that take into account the context and experiences of EFL students are also being 
utilised along with these traditional methods. Literature about English language 
acquisition discusses more experiential approaches to teaching and learning, however 
this literature review shows that there are significant gaps in research that 
investigates information literacy and EFL students using more modern theories and 
approaches that focus more on the learner, such as the relational approach. 
 
The chapter is divided into five sections. The first section provides an overview of 
English language teaching definitions, theories and models. The second section 
explores research conducted about EFL students in the areas of academic writing, 
motivation and learning and teaching strategies. The third section explores the 
history, theories and models of information literacy focusing on behavioural and 
relational approaches to information literacy. The relational approach to investigating 
information literacy underpins this research. The fourth section explores information 
literacy research about EFL and ESL students, including research about information 
literacy instruction, culture and learning styles. The literature review shows that there 
is a significant lack of empirical research about EFL/ESL students and information 
literacy.  
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English Language Teaching 
The following section provides an overview of definitions, theories and models used 
in English language teaching. The beginning of this section provides a discussion of 
the numerous definitions and acronyms used in English teaching and the debate over 
how to define groups of people learning English. An overview is then provided on 
well known theories and models used to inform English language teaching. It should 
be noted that there is not one accepted theory or method of second language 
acquisition or teaching practices. The section concludes with an overview of theories 
of learning strategies and learning styles. 
Definitions Used in English Language Teaching 
 
There are a number of acronyms and definitions that relate to English teaching and 
students who are second language learners. EFL (English as a Foreign Language) 
describes situations where students study English in their own country and usually 
study English so they can communicate in business or travel situations. The term 
‘foreign language’ refers to any language that is not the native language of the 
country. ESL (English as a Second Language) describes situations where non native 
speakers of English are living in an English speaking country and need English in 
order to survive in the community. A second language is a non native language that 
is learnt for purposes of communicating in different situations. Some experts in the 
field have also started using the acronym EAL (English as an Additional Language) 
to acknowledge that in some countries English is not the native original language but 
it may have become the main spoken language, therefore, it is neither a foreign or 
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second language. Often research conducted on English language and teaching refers 
to Second Language Acquisition (SLA) and learners as L2 learners. SLA or L2 refers 
to the acquisition of any language after the acquisition of the native language 
(Crystal, 2000; Ellis, 2008; Harmer, 2007). 
 
Although there is distinction made between EFL and ESL and different teaching 
methods may be utilised for both groups of students studying English, there is also 
debate over whether there is any need to make a distinction between the two groups. 
The distinction is becoming difficult to sustain for a number of reasons, 
predominately that many communities are multi-lingual and English is the language 
of communication. It is also argued that the distinction between foreign and second is 
socio-linguistic and an open mind needs to be kept about whether the processes of 
learning are the same or different (Crystal, 2000; Ellis, 2008; Harmer, 2007). The 
context in which this research has been conducted is a good example of the 
distinction between EFL and ESL being difficult to definitively define. The native 
language of the United Arab Emirates is Arabic and the students are studying English 
in their own country, making them EFL students. However, English is used as the 
language of communication in businesses, retail and the community as there are 
many expatriates from multiple countries living and working within the country. The 
students are also studying all of their subjects in higher education in English in what 
is usually referred to as an EMI (English Medium Immersion). Therefore, are they 
EFL or ESL students and should there even be a distinction, especially when it 
comes to teaching methods? Recently more literature has surfaced that discusses 
World Englishes or ELF (English as a Lingua Franca). This refers to English spoken 
between two people for whom English is not their native language (Harmer, 2007). 
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Kachru (1986) has defined World English in three circles. He describes the three 
circles as: the Inner circle – where English is spoken as the native language, the 
Outer circle – where English is learnt as a second or additional language and the 
Expanding circle – where it is learnt as a foreign language. Again there is debate 
over the distinction between the three circles and which countries actually come 
under which circles in modern society where immigration is common (Ellis, 2008). 
The debate over terminology in the field of English language teaching and learning 
will continue. Although for the purposes of this research, and to avoid too much 
confusion, the students are defined as EFL students, the outcomes of this research 
can be used to inform curriculum development in ESL situations. 
Theories of English Teaching 
The following section outlines theories and models that have influenced English 
language teaching. Early teaching practices were influenced by behaviourist theories 
where traditional teaching methods such as the grammar translation method and 
direct methods used techniques such as imitation and repetition. Alternative views of 
English language teaching were developed out of criticisms of the behaviourist 
approach and were influenced by psychology. These experiential views of English 
language teaching were more focused on self directed learning, collaboration and 
participation, as opposed to the more teacher centred focus of behaviourist methods. 
The section also discusses literature about learning strategies and learning styles of 
English language learners, which often influence teaching methods used in English 
language teaching.  
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Behaviourist Theory 
English language teaching in the early to late 1900’s was mostly influenced by 
behaviourism. In this theory, teaching is seen as a process of imitation and 
reinforcement, learners would attempt to copy what they had heard and through 
regular practice and repetition, they learn a language (Crystal, 2000; Harmer, 2007). 
The grammar translation method, the direct method and audiolinguism were all born 
out of behaviourist theories of language learning. The grammar translation method 
was a method where students were given examples of sentences containing grammar 
and then translated them. The direct method was born out of the restrictions of this 
method and teachers started to speak to students only using English in the classroom, 
also known as immersion techniques. The direct method morphed into 
audiolinguism, which relied heavily on drills and positive reinforcement (Crystal, 
2000; Harmer, 2007).  
 
There have been many criticisms of this behavioural approach as the imitation and 
reinforcement approach does not take into account that learners need to go beyond 
simply learning model phrases and imitation does not suffice as an explanation of the 
way learners behave or the context in which learners are studying (Crystal, 2000). 
There is an acknowledgment that repetition does work in language learning situation 
as does reward, however, language success is dependent not only on the teaching 
method, but the personality and age of the learner (Harmer, 2007). Chomsky (1957, 
1965), a linguist who published seminal works in language acquisition including the 
Aspects of the Theory of Syntax, critiqued the behaviourist view of language teaching 
by pointing out that previous analysis of sentences had not taken into account the 
surface and deep levels of grammatical structure (Crystal, 2000). 
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Experiential Theory 
The main alternative view in language acquisition to behaviourist theories is the 
experiential theory, which started in the 1960s and 1970s and is also described in the 
literature as humanistic, cognitive, constructivism or mentalist theories.  This view 
reflected a shift in thinking from ‘nurture’ to ‘nature’ and how the innate properties 
of the human mind shape learning. This is influenced by the work of Jean Piaget and 
development psychology and links have been made between the stages of cognitive 
development and the emergence of linguistic skills (Crystal, 2000; Ellis, 1997). One 
of the leading linguists in this area, Chomsky, coined the term ‘Universal Grammar’, 
the abstract principles that comprise a child’s innate knowledge of language and that 
guide native language acquisition (Ellis, 1997). From the cognitive point of view, 
second language learning is viewed as the acquisition of complex cognitive skills and 
learners are credited with using their cognitive abilities in a creative way to work out 
the structure of a foreign language; they construct rules, try them and alter them if 
needed (Crystal, 2000; McLaughlin, 1987). Theorists argue that experiential learning 
facilitates personal growth, helps learners adapt to social change, takes into account 
differences in learning abilities and is responsive to practical pedagogical 
considerations (Nunan, 1999). 
 
An influential experiential model developed in language learning was Krashen’s 
monitor method developed in the 1970s. Krashen’s model recognizes that there is a 
natural process of acquisition that is the primary force behind foreign language 
fluency and that learning is seen as a conscious process that monitors or edits the 
progress of acquisition. Krashen in the 1980s proposed the ‘input hypothesis’ method 
where teachers should try to replicate the conditions in a L2 classroom where native 
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speakers acquire a language (Crystal, 2000). Critiques of this model say that it fails 
to take into account the context in which the individual is learning a foreign or 
second language, that the distinction between acquisition and learning is not clearly 
defined and that the empirical basis of the theory is weak (Crystal, 2000; 
McLaughlin, 1987). 
 
The following table compares the traditional behaviourist view with the experiential 
view.  
Dimension Behaviourist Experiential  
View of learning Transmission of 
knowledge. 
Transformation of 
knowledge. 
Power relation Emphasis on teacher’s 
authority. 
Teacher as learner among 
learners. 
Teachers’ role Providing mainly frontal 
instruction. 
Professionalism as 
individual autonomy. 
Facilitating learning, 
collaborative 
professionalism.  
Learners’ role Relatively passive 
recipient of information. 
Mainly individual work. 
Active participation, 
largely in collaborative 
small groups. 
View of knowledge Presented as certain 
application - problem 
solving. 
Construction of personal 
knowledge; identification 
of problems 
View of curriculum Static, hierarchical grading 
of subject matter. 
Dynamic, looser 
organization of subject 
matter 
Learning experiences Knowledge of facts, 
concepts and skills.  
Focus on content and 
product. 
Emphasis on process; 
learning skills, self-
inquiry, social and 
communication skills 
Control of process Mainly teacher structured 
learning. 
Emphasis on learner. 
Self directed learning.  
Motivation Mainly extrinsic. Mainly intrinsic 
Evaluation Product orientated. 
Achievement testing. 
Process orientated. 
Reflection on process, self-
assessment. 
Table 1 Comparison of behaviourist and experiential theories of learning  (Nunan, 1999, p. 7) 
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Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) 
Recently the most significant changes in language teaching practice are in the area of 
communicative language teaching. Communicative language teaching came about in 
the 1970s when linguists and teachers started to re-evaluate English language and 
teaching practices. Traditionally the priority for learners was to learn the structure of 
the language, however, linguistics in the 1970s started to analyse language as a 
system for the expression of meanings, rather than a system of syntactic rules. In 
other words, acknowledging what language expressed and what communicative 
functions people performed with language. Linguistics acknowledged that if 
language learners have different communicative needs, then logically these 
differences should be reflected in curriculum (Harmer, 2007; Nunan, 1999).  
 
Communicative language teaching focuses on tailoring courses to meet specific 
learner needs and learner centered education. Activities in CLT typically involve 
students in realistic situations, which involve role plays or are task based and the 
success of communicating in real situations is considered as important as accuracy. 
This modern view of English language acquisition also fits into humanistic and 
experiential views of education. There has been some criticism from teachers 
regarding this method of teaching as some teachers are uncomfortable handing over 
teaching responsibilities to the learner and prefer more traditional roles of the teacher 
as an authority (Harmer, 2007; Nunan, 1999).  
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Learning Strategies and Learning Styles 
 
In English language teaching, learning strategies are the often conscious steps or 
behaviours used by language learners to enhance the acquisition, retention and use of 
new information. Learning styles are the preferred learning approaches or patterns 
that individuals use and encompass cognitive, affective and behavioural elements 
(Oxford, 1989). There are several leading theorists who discuss learning strategies 
and styles in relation to language learning and learning in general. Oxford (1990) 
argues that learning strategies are tools for active, self directed involvement and that 
learners who have developed appropriate learning strategies have greater self 
confidence and learn more effectively Oxford argues that language learning 
strategies are both direct and indirect. Direct strategies involve procedures that allow 
learners to internalize the language such as memorization and analysing and indirect 
strategies include strategies such as evaluating one’s learning and cooperating with 
others. Ellis (1997) argues that learners employ learning strategies when faced with a 
problem and that learners are generally aware of the strategies they use and can 
explain what they did to try to learn something.  
 
There are a number of learning strategies identified in language learning. Ellis (1997) 
notes that the main strategies identified are cognitive, metacognitive and 
social/affective. Cognitive strategies are those involved in the analysis and 
transformation of learning materials. Metacognitive strategies involve the planning 
and evaluating of learning and social/affective strategies concern the ways in which 
learners choose to interact with other speakers. Learning styles in SLA have typically 
been identified using surveys and questionnaires and are grounded in psychology. 
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There is debate over the accuracy of measurements using these survey style 
instruments in language learning research due to the surveys and tests being 
grounded in global psychology measures and not suited to identifying the specific 
nature of language learning styles (Ellis, 2008).  However, second language 
researchers and teachers have pointed out that for anyone who has taught English in 
a number of classrooms around the world, there will be variations in preferred 
individual learning styles and that learning styles need to be taken into account when 
teaching languages (Ellis, 2008; Tomlinson, 2005). 
 
Several well known learning style instruments are regularly used to study the 
learning styles of EFL/ESL students. These include Kolb’s (1984) learning style 
inventory and Reid’s (1987) perceptual learning styles questionnaire. Reid developed 
four perceptual learning styles: visual learning, auditory learning, kinesthetic 
learning and tactile learning as well as group versus individual learning style 
preferences. Several authors have critiqued the learning styles developed by Reid and 
recommended testing based on different learning style models. Authors have also 
suggested that a number of different methods need to be employed, as well as tests 
and surveys, when studying learning styles, especially as it is difficult to define what 
is a learning style and which learning style approaches are the most successful 
(DeCapua & Wintergerst, 2005; Ellis, 2008; Wintergerst, DeCapua, & Intan, 2001). 
Tomlinson (2005) also argues that although language learners may have a number of 
preferred learning styles, such as analytical, experiential, auditory or kinesthetic, 
current curriculum and teaching methods are more likely to favour analytical learners 
and are influenced by these predominant learning style teaching methods rather than 
by the specific cultural contexts.  
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Summary 
 
There is ongoing debate over the terminology, theories and models in second 
language learning and terminology. There are a number of theories and models in 
English language learning that have been developed in the last century that have 
roots in  behaviourist, cognitive, humanistic and experiential theories. The debate 
over the most effective way to teach second language acquisition will continue due to 
the diverse needs of second language learners and the contexts in which they are 
studying. The sections about EFL and EFL/ESL and information literacy both 
contain research conducted on learning styles. The research about learning styles and 
information literacy classes have tended to use the traditional learning style surveys 
and generally advocate that information literacy instruction in EFL/ESL 
environments should take into account the learning styles of the students.  
Research about EFL Students 
This section explores research conducted about EFL students. Research about EFL 
students is mainly concentrated in two main areas of the world: the Gulf region and 
Asia. There is a dearth of research on English proficiency, for example, grammar and 
vocabulary in the field of EFL research, but the following concentrates on issues 
relevant to this study such as academic reading and writing, motivation, learning 
styles and strategies for teaching and learning. 
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Academic Writing and Reading 
 
One major area of research about EFL students is teaching academic writing and 
reading skills. Research in this area discusses topics such as reading comprehension, 
skills needed to conduct research and write academically and learning styles of EFL 
students in writing classes. There is some acknowledgement in the literature that 
library instruction forms part of the process to improve EFL students’ research and 
writing skills, however, there is still limited attention or detailed research about the 
impact of information literacy education on academic research and writing in EFL 
environments.  
 
There are a number of factors that impact on reading comprehension and teaching 
approaches in English academic writing and reading classes. Hall (2011) argues in 
her paper on teaching composition and rhetoric that as the Arab culture in general is 
historically an oral tradition based culture, Arabic speaking students often struggle 
with reading assignments, particularly comprehending content in literary pieces. Al 
Issa and Dahan (2008) argue that a lack of comprehension of English texts is due to a 
number of factors including the dislike of reading, the fact that EFL students are 
reading texts that are written for a Western audience and the lack of prior knowledge 
of historical and cultural issues around the world. Both authors offer suggestions to 
overcome challenges that Arab EFL students have with reading comprehension and 
academic writing. Hall (2011) suggests several strategies to improve Arabic students’ 
writing skills including discussion activities related to reading texts that dissect the 
arguments to enable comprehension of the text and having hands on library 
instruction workshops. Al Issa and Dahan (2008) argue that it is important for 
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teachers to find out about the students’ literacy backgrounds, especially in an Arabic 
context where rote memorization is the main method of teaching in high schools and 
then use the students’ strengths and weaknesses to develop appropriate curriculum. 
This could include using readings and texts from the students’ own peers and 
encouraging students to present and write about topics of interest in the region to 
improve their writing and reading skills.  
 
There is also some research that argues that word recognition greatly impacts on 
reading comprehension for EFL students. Gobert (2011) investigated reading 
comprehension in her study of phonological and orthographic awareness in EFL 
students in the Gulf. She argues that the EFL reading comprehension difficulties 
experienced by native speaker of Arabic may result from deficient letter and word 
recognition. Fender (2003, p. 291) also came to the same conclusion while studying 
Arab EFL students, noting that, “Arab EFL students seem to experience considerable 
difficulties with word recognition processes”. 
 
Literature about the skills EFL students need to conduct research and write academic 
papers is prevalent in the research surrounding EFL students. Ellis, Pillai and Al 
Raba’i ‘s (2011) paper outlines the development of an English for Educators module, 
to teach academic oral and written skills to education students in Bahrain. The 
contents of the module included information literacy, analytical reading, academic 
writing and oral presentation skills. The module was developed after previous studies 
conducted by other researchers in the Gulf indicated that to be effective teachers, 
students needed library research skills and knowledge of how to conduct and write a 
research paper. Feedback about the course was sought from course coordinators and 
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teachers, and the authors found that there had been an increase in motivation and 
participation, however the paper does not explore the effectiveness of the module 
through student feedback or results.  
 
Critical thinking is an important element of conducting research and writing 
academic papers. Raddawi (2011) conducted a study about critical thinking on two 
hundred EFL students enrolled in an academic writing course in the United Arab 
Emirates (UAE). Surveys and interviews were used by the author to analyse and 
evaluate the factors that hinder the development of critical thinking skills. The author 
found that most students did not choose to write about culturally challenging topics 
and the survey results indicated that students attributed this to a number of factors, 
including cultural and religious issues or taboos limiting their choices of topics and 
unavailability of resources on many topics. This article acknowledges that in order to 
develop critical thinking skills, students need to be able to access a range of library 
resources, but does not further explore if this is simply an issue of accessibility or if 
students have been taught or developed information searching skills.  
 
There is also literature surrounding the challenges EFL students face when 
conducting research and writing academic papers. Yeh (2009) conducted a study 
about Taiwanese EFL students’ perceptions of a research writing project. The 
author’s aim was to explore through interviews, which difficulties students 
encountered in writing a research paper in English and the perceived benefits of a 
research writing task. The author found that students encountered a number of 
difficulties when conducting a research writing project including a lack of English 
writing proficiency and a lack of research experience and knowledge. Yeh found that 
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the students’ lack of ability to select useful resources, slow reading speed, difficulty 
in paraphrasing texts in English and difficulty in translating Chinese resources into 
English were all perceived difficulties for Taiwanese EFL students conducting 
research projects. The author states that some of these issues may be typical of any 
inexperienced researcher, but some of them may be unique to EFL students such as 
translation.  
 
Several of the authors (Ellis et al., 2011; Hall, 2011) mention the importance of 
library instruction in the teaching of academic writing and research skills to EFL 
students, which implies that information literacy is an integral part of teaching 
academic reading and writing to EFL students. However, these papers do not explore 
how EFL students use information to learn and how to use these experiences to 
develop an effective information literacy curriculum.  Exploring EFL students’ 
experiences of information literacy can also provide strategies to overcome the 
challenges of teaching research and academic writing skills to EFL students.  
Learning Styles 
 
Srijongjai (2011) investigated the learning styles of language learners in an EFL 
writing class in Thailand using the Memletics learning styles inventory and 
interviews. Srijongjai found that social and aural learning styles were the primary 
and secondary learning styles preferred by the participants and suggested that 
teachers manage their classes to facilitate students with different learning styles. The 
author suggests that group activities, teamwork projects and peer reviews should be 
used to foster a social environment for students and the use of media and visual 
teaching aids could be used to assist aural students develop writing skills. Negari 
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(2011) investigated the effects of concept mapping on EFL learners’ writing 
performance in Iran. Negari conducted a pre and post test of 90 students writing an 
essay and results of the study indicated that the application of concept mapping 
strategy significantly affected the learners’ writing performance as students were 
easily able to understand and organise their thoughts in pictorial representations.     
 
Motivation and Teaching and Learning Strategies 
 
Another area of interest about EFL students is on learner motivation and strategies 
for teaching and learning. Fields (2011) conducted a study on motivation and 
learning strategies with Emirati students who had achieved an IELTS band 6 using 
O’Malley and Chamot’s (1990) widely accepted taxonomy of learner strategy 
divisions. Fields found that the students used almost no metacognitive strategies, 
which are strategies that allow for planning, monitoring and evaluation of a learning 
activity. He also found that they were weak in using cognitive learner strategies such 
as note-taking, summarizing and deduction. In contrast, Fields discovered that these 
students used social/affective strategies when learning English, such as speaking 
English in social situations and group discussion in class. Fields suggests that the use 
of more social/affective teaching strategies should be employed in class, such as 
reading local English newspapers, group and pair work and using authentic 
situations. Ostrowska (2011) found in a study of female UAE university students that 
English being disconnected from students’ lives and a preference to read about topics 
related to individual students’ lives affected their motivation to learn English.  The 
author suggests assigning individual reading portfolios to students as a strategy to 
encourage reading outside the classroom. 
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Several studies have focused on the cultural and linguistic motivations EFL students 
have when learning English. Gan, Humphreys and Hamp-Lyons (2004) conducted a 
study in China on EFL students’ motivation and strategies to learn English through 
interviews and diaries. The authors found that successful strategies for students to 
learn English included learning the culture of the language they were learning, 
immersing themselves in English through listening to English broadcasts and reading 
English newspapers and not using memorization to learn English vocabulary and 
grammar. Engin and McKeown (2012) conducted a study on cultural influences on 
motivation for students in the UAE. Their study was based on Schwartz’s Value 
Circumplex and involved twelve students studying in a presessional English 
program. They found that students were motivated by values consistent with both 
collectivist cultures such as equality, honesty, conformity and tradition, and 
individualist cultures such as self-direction, pleasure, achievement and power. They 
argued that although the level of religiosity may be high in UAE, the socio-economic 
status is also high, prompting a diversity of conflicting values. Students therefore 
may value conformity and tradition, in line with their collectivist and religious 
culture, but at the same time, due to the rapid socio-economic growth, highly endorse 
pleasure. This means that some students may be motivated not to learn if the culture 
does not value education or to learn for individual reasons such as achieving high 
grades to get a high paying job. 
 
A new area of research surrounding EFL students concerns successful learning 
strategies in EFL content classes. Jewels and Albon (2012) contend that while 
English language teaching research is not a new phenomenon, studies on pedagogy 
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to promote successful learning outcomes for non native English speaking students is 
a recent development in educational literature. In their action research study on good 
teaching practices for non native English speaking students in the UAE, they found 
that factors such as wording in textbooks, reading comprehension, the social 
collaborative nature of Middle Eastern culture, the lack of opportunity for students to 
learn and practice English outside the classroom and the focus on English level in 
content class assessments, needed to be addressed when implementing teaching 
strategies for these students in content classes. The authors provide a range of 
teaching strategies such as audio recordings of lectures and rephrasing of difficult 
text to help improve the learning opportunities for these students. They also note that 
although these students face many of the same issues confronting international 
students, they rarely have access to the same internationalisation strategies that 
would be available to them if they were studying in another country. Issues such as 
studying in English, studying a Western style curriculum, being taught by Western 
lecturers and writing and conducting research in English are all issues that impact 
these students, however, they may not receive enough support to acclimatize to this 
new environment. This lack of research about teaching strategies for EFL students in 
content classes, not just English language classes, mirrors the lack of research about 
teaching and learning and information literacy in EFL backgrounds.  More studies 
are needed that not only investigate English language acquisition, but that also 
provide strategies that are used to inform teaching practice in all content areas.  
Summary 
 
The literature about EFL students that focuses on academic reading and writing, 
motivation and teaching and learning strategies, provide both empirical data and best 
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practice strategies for teaching and learning. These studies offer insights into what 
motivates EFL students to learn, the difficulties EFL students have in writing and 
reading in an English teaching environment and strategies to help this group of 
students learn and become competent within this environment. Some of the studies 
indicate the importance of information literacy instruction (usually one off sessions) 
and access to library resources, especially in academic research and writing, but there 
is a significant gap in the research that looks at embedded information literacy or 
collaboration between librarians and teachers in the area of writing and reading. 
These studies have an impact on information literacy instruction for EFL students as 
issues such as reading comprehension and a lack of motivation to read texts will 
influence students’ ability to understand and use information effectively. Therefore, 
more exploration is needed of EFL students’ experiences of information literacy and 
the influence of linguistic aspects on their experiences of using information to learn. 
 
Information Literacy 
The following section outlines the history, definition and importance of information 
literacy. It contrasts information literacy research conducted from a behavioural 
perspective and a relational approach within the context of higher education. As 
previously mentioned, these two approaches are the most relevant to the context of 
this research.  
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Information Literacy - History and Definition 
 
 
The first reference to information literacy is attributed to Zurkowski who coined the 
term information literacy in 1974 when he was president of the Information Industry 
Association (Badke, 2010; Bruce, 1997b). In a report that Zurkowski wrote to the 
National Commission on Libraries and Information Science, he stated that, “People 
trained in the application of information resources to their work can be called 
information literates. They have learned techniques and skills for utilizing the wide 
range of information tools as well as primary sources in moulding information 
solutions to their problems” (Zurkowski, 1974, p. 6). Within the education sector, 
guidelines for teaching information skills were highlighted in the UNESCO’s 1986 
Teachers, Information and School Libraries. These guidelines were aimed at 
providing instruction to teachers in school libraries and provided opportunities for 
students to develop information skills (Hall, 1986). In 1989, emphasis was placed on 
information literacy as a critical part of lifelong learning at a national level in the 
American Library Association’s Presidential Committee on Information Literacy 
Final Report. This framework formed the basis for several frameworks and standards 
have since been developed for the education sector. In America, the American 
Library Association (ALA) developed the Information Literacy Competencies for 
Higher Education in 2000 and in Australia the Council of Australian University 
Libraries (CAUL) developed the Information Literacy Standards for the education 
sector in 2001. A second edition called the Australian and New Zealand Information 
Literacy Framework principles, standards and practice was published in 2004.  The 
framework defined information literacy as “an understanding and set of abilities 
enabling individuals to recognize when information is needed and have the ability to 
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define, locate, evaluate and use information effectively” (the Council of Australian 
University Libraries & Bundy, 2004, p. 3).  
 
Definitions of what it means to be information literate have also been documented. 
The American Library Association proposed in 1989 that “to be information literate 
a person must be able to recognize when information is needed, and have the ability 
to locate, evaluate and use effectively the needed information”. The Presidential 
Committee on Information Literacy Final Report goes on further to explain that, 
“Ultimately, information literate people are those who have learned how to learn. 
They know how to learn because they know how knowledge is organized, how to 
find information and how to use information in such a way that others can learn from 
them”. Doyle (1992) produced a report on information literacy for the National 
Forum on Information Literacy in the United States. This report defines an 
information literate person as someone who: recognizes the need for information; 
recognizes that accurate and complete information is the basis for intelligent decision 
making; formulates questions based on information needs; identifies potential 
sources of information and develops successful search strategies. 
 
Definitions of information literacy were also being developed to emphasise the social 
and cultural the importance of information literacy and that moved the emphasis 
from education to community wide learning.  In 2003, a group of information 
literacy experts produced the Prague Declaration: Towards an Information Literacy 
Society for UNESCO. The Prague Declaration states that “information literacy 
encompasses knowledge of one’s information concerns and needs, and the ability to 
identify, locate, evaluate, organize and effectively create, use and communicate 
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information to address issues or problems at hand; it is a prerequisite for participating 
effectively in the Information Society, and is part of the basic human right of lifelong 
learning” ("The Prague Declaration: Towards an Information Literate Society," 
2003). In 2005 participants in the High Level Colloquium on Information Literacy 
and Lifelong Learning produced the Alexandria Proclamation on Information 
Literacy and Lifelong Learning.  This document states that information literacy 
“comprises the competencies to recognize information needs and to locate, evaluate, 
apply and create information within cultural and social contexts” ("Alexandria 
Proclamation on Information Literacy and Lifelong Learning," 2005).  
 
The above definitions tend to support a skills based approach to information literacy. 
In contrast, the relational model of information literacy suggests a complex mix of 
different ways of interacting with information (Bruce et al., 2006). The relational 
model is represented by Bruce’s (1997) The Seven Faces of Information Literacy, 
which illustrates how people experience information in qualitatively different ways. 
Lloyd also defines information literacy in terms of connections between people and 
information. “Information literacy is constituted through the connections that exist 
between people, artefacts, texts and bodily experiences that enable individuals to 
develop both subjective and intersubjective positions” (2010, p. 26).  
 
There are various definitions and approaches to information literacy teaching and 
learning. The traditional definition of information literacy sees information literacy 
as a set of skills or competencies and was developed using behavioural approaches to 
learning. This study adopts Bruce’s (2008, p. 5) definition where “information 
literacy is experiencing different ways of using information to learn”. This definition 
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was developed from the relational approach to information literacy, which is based 
on the concept that students experience information literacy in a range of complex 
ways. Conflicting definitions of information literacy, both as a set of skills or as a 
conception or experience by different theorists, can be attributed to the abstract 
nature of the concept. “Information literacy is difficult to define but easier to 
describe because it is an abstraction, an ideal, and an interlocking set of skills and 
knowledge that is characterized by an ability or behaviour rather than a specific 
subject domain” (McCrank, 1992, p. 485). Owusu-Ansah (2003) has suggested there 
are sufficient definitions of information literacy and the concerns and debate over 
definitions of information literacy are not over definitional uncertainties but rather 
difficulties in execution due to educational settings and stakeholders in these 
institutions.  
 
The Importance of Information Literacy 
 
The American Library Association’s 1989 Presidential Committee on Information 
Literacy Final Report states that information literacy is important. It is a means of 
personal empowerment that allows people to become independent seekers of 
information, provides them with the ability to build their own arguments, prepares 
them for lifelong learning and the process of searching and interacting with the ideas 
and values of their own and others’ cultures and deepens people's capacities to 
understand and position themselves within larger communities of time and place. 
The report also stresses the importance of educational institutions incorporating the 
spirit and intent of information literacy into curricular requirements, 
recommendations, and instructional materials in order to develop information literate 
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students. UNESCO’s 2005 Alexandria Proclamation on Information Literacy and 
Lifelong Learning stresses the importance of information literacy at the core of 
lifelong learning. It states that “information literacy empowers people in all walks of 
life to seek, evaluate, use and create information effectively to achieve their personal, 
social, occupational and educational goals”. The proclamation also asks governments 
and intergovernmental organisations to recognise “lifelong learning and information 
literacy as key elements for the development of generic capabilities, which must be 
required for the accreditation of all education and training programs”.  
 
A number of authors have noted that information literacy is a core competency in 
today’s information society. Garner (2006, p. 68) notes that information literacy is 
“the core literacy which makes the others possible and that information literacy 
operates not only in literate societies but everywhere including oral societies”. 
Garner (2006, p. 68) also states that “the creation of an information society is a key 
to social, cultural, and economic development of nations and communities, 
institutions and individuals in the 21st century and beyond”. Lloyd and Williamson 
(2008) also see information literacy as a core competency of the information society 
in the 21st century as people have a relentless need for information in order to 
achieve educational, social, occupational and economic goals.  
 
In higher education, information literacy is generally seen as a core competence and 
an essential part of lifelong learning within the educational context in Western 
countries. Higher education institutions in EFL environments often adopt Western 
style curriculum and include information literacy in graduate/learning outcomes. 
However in the UAE, there is no library association and no official information 
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literacy standards at a national level. The American Library Association’s (2000, p. 
4) Information Literacy Competencies for Higher Education states that “developing 
lifelong learners is central to the mission of higher education institutions and that 
information literacy is a key component of, and contributor to, lifelong learning”. 
The standards also highlight that by “ensuring that individuals have the intellectual 
abilities of reasoning and critical thinking, and by helping them construct a 
framework for learning how to learn, colleges and universities provide the 
foundation for continued growth throughout their careers, as well as in their roles as 
informed citizens and members of communities” (2000, p. 4). Burnheim (1992, p. 
195) states that “information literacy is a core competency which needs to be 
developed with increasing sophistication in the journey from school to work”.  
 
In higher education, educators must ensure that its members are empowered to utilize 
the changing information environment within the academic environment (Bruce 
1997b). Generally in higher education institutions information literacy is considered 
to be a required graduate attribute or part of an overarching graduate outcome such 
as lifelong learning or media literacy. However, Bruce (1997b) notes a major 
information literacy challenge in higher education is graduating information literate 
students, especially as there is an increasing number of information resources 
available to students and staff. Information literacy is seen as a core competency in 
lifelong learning and higher education and it is important to note for this study that 
information literacy is also influenced by social and cultural developments associated 
with an information society (Johnston & Webber, 2003) and that information literacy 
will have different characteristics within different cultural contexts (Lloyd, 2007). 
These distinctions are important to this study because how information literacy is 
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perceived or experienced and the importance that is being placed on it could differ 
depending on the cultural context.  
 
Information Literacy Research 
 
The following section outlines the behavioural and relational approaches to 
information literacy. The behavioural or skills based approach is the more traditional 
approach used in the development of information literacy curriculum, standards, 
models and teaching practice. More recent research uses the relational approach to 
investigate experiences of information literacy. 
Behavioural Approaches 
 
Behavioural approaches to information literacy are the traditional way in which 
models and standards of information literacy have been developed. Behavioural 
approaches are defined by psychological theories based on the analysis of observable 
behaviour and is also often informed by a ‘Bloom’s taxonomy framework’ of various 
forms of knowledge, skills and attitudes  (Bruce, 1997b). “In this view, the 
information user, to be described as information literate, must exhibit certain 
characteristics and demonstrate certain abilities” (1997a, p. 2). Most information 
literacy frameworks and models developed for higher education settings list skills 
needed by students to become information literate. Standards such as the Association 
of College and Research Libraries’ Information Literacy Standards for Higher 
Education developed in 2000, the Society of College National and University 
Libraries’ (SCONUL) Seven Pillars of Information Literacy Model originally 
developed in 1999 and the Council of Australian University Libraries’ (CAUL) 
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Australian and New Zealand Information Literacy Framework all provide a set of 
competencies outlining what information literate skills a student should have. These 
competencies outline a behavioural approach where, once a competency is achieved, 
students are considered to be information literate. The standards use performance 
indicators and outcomes that are used by librarians in curriculum development. 
These skills reflect the standard information literacy skills (accessing, evaluating and 
using information) that are taught by most librarians in an education setting.  
 
The traditional information literacy standards, models and frameworks developed 
using a behavioural or skills based approach leads to information literacy instruction 
being taught in higher education using what Bruce (2006) describes as the 
competency frame (See Table 2). Users of the competency frame adopt a behavioural 
approach in which a program of instruction is usually followed to acquire the 
required competencies (Bruce et al., 2006). Within the competency frame, 
information literacy is seen as a set of competencies or skills and teachers assign 
tasks or activities based on these skills and then assess if students have achieved 
them. This traditional approach to teaching information literacy as a set of 
competencies is often used in the EFL classroom, especially as these students often 
come to higher education institutions with no information skills or experience of 
using information effectively. Although the traditional approach is still a valid 
approach to take with some levels of EFL students, there is a need for research that 
not only explores the information behaviours of EFL students, but explores the 
experiences EFL students have of using information to learn in order to develop an 
information literacy curriculum that takes a relational, rather than competency based 
approach.  
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View of IL IL is a set of competencies or skills. 
View of Information Information contributes to the 
performance of the relevant capability. 
Curriculum Focus What should learners be able to do? 
View of Teaching and Learning Teachers analyse tasks into knowledge 
and skills; learners become competent by 
following predetermined pathways. 
View of Content Content is derived from observation of 
skilful practitioners. 
View of Assessment Assessment determines what level of skill 
has been achieved. 
Table 2 Competency frame of information literacy (Bruce, et al., 2006, p. 5) 
 
Criticisms of Behavioural Approaches 
 
The development of information literacy frameworks and standards from behavioural 
or skills based approaches has enabled librarians to teach a set of skills and outcomes 
to students in the classroom. However, since the late 1990s, there has been a shift in 
the perceptions and theories of information literacy and behavioural approaches to 
information literacy instruction have been subsequently critiqued due to its focus on 
becoming competent in a set of skills.  Johnston and Webber (2003) argue that the 
prescriptive (tick box) agenda set by the IL standards assumes that these skills can be 
mastered for good after each outcome has been achieved.  They also see this method 
of teaching as a surface learning approach rather than a deep approach. Bruce 
(1997a) also argues that teaching specific skills and knowledge is fundamentally at 
odds with the very idea of information literacy, which suggests that knowledge, and 
skills are quickly outdated. Several of these authors also note that this perspective 
focuses only on skills and not the environment in which the students are learning. 
This is similar to critiques of behaviourist theories of language learning that argue 
that using these methods to teach language does not take into account the context in 
which the student is learning.  
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Many critiques of behavioural approaches argue that information literacy needs to 
encompass not only a generic set of skills, but also involve critical engagement with 
information and the ability to use information to learn in different cultural and 
educational contexts. Bruce (1997a) argues that information literacy involves being 
able to learn and relearn in the face of constant change. Johnston and Webber (2003) 
point out that information literacy is seen as a response to the cultural, social and 
economic developments associated with an information society.  Kapitzke (2003) 
also agrees with this perspective, arguing that information problem solving 
emphasises processes inside individuals’ heads whereas critical information literacy 
would also analyse the social and political ideologies embedded within the 
economies of ideas and information. Purdue  (2003)  points out that at its most basic, 
information literacy is merely a set of skills to enable individuals to manage 
information more efficiently and that information literacy should guide students to a 
critical engagement with research, writing and active citizenship. Lloyd (2010) also 
points out that the focus of the behavioural approach is only on library and IT skills 
and that current educational conceptions of information literacy only promote it in 
generic and functional terms that are inappropriate for other sectors.  
The Relational Approach 
 
The relational approach to information literacy is concerned with how users of 
information experience information literacy and the relationship between the user 
and information, rather than viewing information literacy as a set of skills or 
competencies. Bruce (1997a) argues within the relational approach to information 
literacy, how someone conceives information literacy is valued more highly than, 
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determining what skills they have learnt, as in the behavioural approach. Andretta 
(2007) also points out that the relational perspective of information literacy has 
shifted the focus from the development of information skills associated with 
traditional library instruction to a more reflective approach where the holistic view 
lends itself to a learner centred pedagogy.  
The most well known work using the relational approach is The Seven Faces of 
Information Literacy, a relational model that describes information literacy as a 
complex way of experiencing information (Bruce, 1997b). Bruce used 
phenomenography, a relational approach that explores variations of experiences 
people have of the world, to investigate how users of information experience 
information literacy. The participants in Bruce’s study were academics, librarians 
and learning advisors. The seven conceptions were described as categories and 
within each category the conceptions are described in terms of their structural 
(conception) and referential components (information literacy is seen as…).  Bruce 
also described how the conceptions are inter related and the critical differences 
between them, for example, conceptions five, six and seven are all based on a the 
varying attributes of a knowledge base. The following table outlines the seven 
conceptions of information literacy as described by Bruce. 
Category one: the information 
technology conception 
Category one identifies a way of 
experiencing information literacy that is 
dependent upon the availability and 
usability of IT. 
Category two: the information sources 
conception 
Information literacy is seen as finding 
information located in information 
sources.  
Category three: the information process 
conception 
Information literacy is seen as the ability 
to confront novel situations and deal with 
them on the basis of being equipped with 
a strategy for finding and using 
information. 
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Category four: the information control 
conception 
Information literate people are seen as 
those who use various media to bring 
information within their sphere of 
influence, so they can retrieve and 
manipulate it.  
Category five: the knowledge 
construction conception 
Information literacy is seen as building 
up a personal knowledge base in an area 
of new interest. 
Category six: the knowledge extension 
conception 
Information literacy is seen as working 
with knowledge and personal 
perspectives adopted in such a way that 
novel insights are gained. 
Category seven: the wisdom conception Information literacy is seen as using 
information wisely for the benefit of 
others. 
Table 3 The seven faces of information literacy (Bruce, 1997a, 1997b) 
 
The term ‘information literacy’ was further defined by Bruce (2008, p. 5) as 
“experiencing different ways of using information to learn”. This definition and the 
seven faces of information literacy have shifted the focus from information literacy 
as a set of competencies towards looking at information literacy as a relationship 
between information and the user and how they use this information to learn.  
Information literacy therefore draws on the different ways we use information in all 
situations of life including education, the workplace and the community and how we 
interact with this information while learning (Bruce, 2008). The following table 
describes the relational picture of information literacy.  
The relational picture of information literacy 
Derived from users’ experiences. 
Derived from seeking variation. 
Derived using phenomenography. 
Recommends relational approaches to teaching and learning. 
Does not see information literacy as measurable. 
Sees information literacy as describable. 
Does not see information literacy as quantifiable, asks what has been learned. 
Portrays information literacy in terms of conceptions, i.e. subject orientated 
relations. 
Table 4 The relational picture of information literacy (Bruce, 1997b, p. 13) 
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Other researchers have used the relational approach to investigate experiences of 
information literacy in educational contexts. Several have investigated students’ 
experiences of information seeking and information searching (Edwards, 2004; 
Limberg, 2000). Both studies revealed a set of categories that reflected the students’ 
experiences of searching for information including: that information searching or 
seeking is experienced as fact finding, and using tools as a filter. There are 
limitations to these studies as they only investigated one area of information literacy 
rather than investigating the students’ experiences of all aspects of information 
literacy.  
 
On the other hand, some researchers have investigated students’ experiences of 
information literacy, often from the perspective of a practical context, for example, 
while they were researching an essay. Lupton (2008a) found that students’ 
experiences of information were seeking evidence, developing an argument and 
learning as a social responsibility. Locke (2010) found that students’ experiences of 
finding and using information were: learning to find information, learning a process 
to use information, learning to use information to create a product, learning to use 
information to build a personal knowledge base, learning to use information to 
advance disciplinary knowledge and learning to use information to grow as a person 
and to contribute to others. Gross and Latham’s (2011) research revealed four 
categories of description through their study: finding information conception, 
information technology conception, information people conception and information 
quality conception. These studies all described students’ experiences of information, 
for example, using information, and did not use the terminology information literacy. 
However, Maybee (2006, 2007) uses the term information literacy in his two 
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phenomenographic studies of information literacy. He found the students’ 
experiences of information literacy were: technology, sources, processes and 
knowledge bases.  
 
Research about information using a relational approach also suffers from a confusion 
of terminology in results where the same concept can often be described using 
different terms. This makes it difficult to compare the results or make assumptions 
about all students’ experiences of information literacy or using information. There 
are limitations to the research conducted on information literacy using a relational 
approach as all of the studies have been conducted with students in Western 
educational institutions and who are native speakers of English. Although the studies 
provide some diversity in terms of the different year levels, different faculties and 
gender, none of the research includes diverse groups from different cultural, 
educational and language backgrounds. A gap therefore exists in investigating the 
information literacy experiences of diverse groups of students including both EFL 
and ESL students and students studying in non-Western countries.  
 
Summary 
Information literacy is an important aspect of lifelong learning and both national and 
international library associations have provided clear definitions and stressed the 
importance of information literacy in providing individuals and communities with 
important lifelong learning skills. Traditionally information literacy education has 
developed as a set of competencies that students needed to achieve in order to 
become information literate. More recent research into information literacy has taken 
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a relational approach that sees information literacy as more than a set of 
competencies, but as a complex relationship between the individual and information 
(Bruce, 1997b; Bruce et al., 2006). This literature review has focused on information 
literacy research using the behavioural perspective and relational approach within an 
educational context. Although research exists that explores the information literacy 
experiences of students using the relational approach, the next section of the 
literature review shows that there is a lack of empirical research that explores the 
information literacy experiences of EFL students in higher education.   
 
Information Literacy – EFL and ESL Students 
Since there is little research about EFL students and information literacy, this review 
also includes literature about ESL students and information literacy. This thesis 
recognises that EFL and ESL students share common ground as non native English 
speakers. English as a Foreign Language (EFL) is defined as English for learners in 
whose community English is not the usual language of communication (Thornbury, 
2006). These learners are different than English as a Second Language (ESL) 
learners who are living in an English speaking environment and who need English to 
be integrated into this environment (Thornbury, 2006). This section explores the 
following areas that are prominently discussed in the literature about EFL, ESL 
students and information literacy: information seeking behaviour, information 
literacy education, culture and language and learning styles.  
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Information Seeking Behaviour 
There have been several studies on the information seeking behaviours of students 
and academics in the Middle East and Gulf region. Al-Saleh (2004) in a study of 500 
Saudi university students found that the electronic library resources were under-
utilised and did not meet the needs of the students. Al-Saleh found that only half of 
the students surveyed used the electronic databases and electronic journals and that 
students were deterred from using the electronic resources due to experienced or 
perceived barriers. These included insufficient instruction for using the library’s 
electronic resources and a lack of librarians to assist students, difficulty accessing the 
internet and the library’s electronic resources and clarity and ease of use of these 
resources. Al –Suqri (2007) investigated how social scientists at a university in 
Oman located and used relevant information, particularly electronic resources. Al –
Suqri used the conceptual framework of information seeking process models such as 
those developed by Kuhlthau (1991) and Ellis (1989) to develop a model based on 
the findings. Findings showed that social science scholars faced three main barriers 
to information seeking which Al –Suqri argues may be different from their Western 
counterparts. These barriers were: limited availability of resources, especially full 
text resources, poor internet connection speeds and lack of sufficient Arabic sources. 
Another study in Oman about the information seeking behaviour of undergraduate 
students using electronic resources found that only 3% of the students surveyed used 
the electronic databases subscribed to by the university and 57.7% of students used 
Google for their initial search. The study also found that the undergraduate students 
had a moderate level of English and that as students progressed to higher levels and 
their English continued to develop, they will come into contact with more resources 
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in English, which positively impacts on their academic writing skills. (Al-Saleem, 
2014) 
 
Another study conducted in the UAE looked at the information seeking behaviour of 
EFL undergraduate students. The authors conducted a usability study focusing on 
discovery platforms and were concerned with the users’ searching experiences (Joc 
& Chang, 2010). They were seeking to discover if search platforms such as 
Aquabrowser and Primo enhance EFL users’ searching experiences and if Web2.0 
applications such as tagging were attractive to EFL students. They concluded that 
these platforms did indeed enhance the searching experience of EFL students and 
that tagging is useful to EFL students as it allowed them to tag library materials to 
suit their specific cultural and local contexts.  
 
These three studies explored the information seeking behaviour of EFL students and 
scholars, but did not explore the information literacy experiences of EFL students 
beyond information seeking or searching behaviours and barriers.  
 
Information Literacy Education 
 
The following section of the review looks at the literature surrounding information 
literacy education and EFL or EFL students. In general articles have focused on 
outlining programs and outlining curriculum that has been developed for EFL or ESL 
students. Literature about information literacy education also focuses on 
collaboration between librarians and ESL teachers and on the need for information 
literacy classes for ESL students about issues related to academic integrity.  
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There are a limited number of articles about information literacy that have been 
conducted in the Middle East. Ashoor (2005) outlined information literacy initiatives 
at the King Fahd University of Petroleum and Minerals in Saudi Arabia, a university 
where English is the teaching language and faculty are often recruited from Western 
countries. These included a library orientation program, inclusion of a research and 
reporting module in the English course book and a two hour per week information 
searching skills course. The author stated that IL programs must be tailored to meet 
the specific needs of local environments and that the IL initiatives they had 
implemented met local needs. However, the author did not offer specific examples of 
how and why these initiatives met the specific needs of these students.  Klaib (2009) 
conducted a study that surveyed private universities in Jordon about what 
information literacy instruction methods were used. The results of the survey found 
that 85% of the libraries did not have a credit or non credit information literacy 
course and that most of the libraries only use library tours and workshop training.  
 
Two papers by librarians at a UAE university focused on designing online 
information literacy tutorials (Martin, 2006; Martin, Birks, & Hunt, 2010). These 
authors conducted a study on factors contributing to engagement when using online 
resources including learning styles, technological experience and cultural factors. 
They gathered information through a small focus group and a questionnaire 
completed by 158 students. They used these factors to develop an online information 
literacy tutorial that was specifically tailored for this group of students. They found 
that EFL students, once introduced to the online instructional medium, enjoyed the 
interactive, collaborative and multimedia learning situation.  
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There is a distinct lack of literature about EFL students and information literacy. 
More empirical research is needed that investigates what aspects impact on EFL 
students’ experiences and how to use this information to develop information literacy 
curriculum that meets EFL students’ learning needs.  
 
It is often suggested in the literature about information literacy education that 
librarians have a lack of knowledge of English teaching theories and methods and 
that librarians need to collaborate with ESL teachers in the classroom. Conteh-
Morgan (2001) proposes in her paper on empowering ESL students that librarians 
need to collaborate with ESL teachers to match similar information literacy and ESL 
objectives and concepts. Her paper focuses on embedding information literacy 
lessons into ESL classrooms with the teaching conducted by both librarians and 
language instructors, with librarians developing course materials using ESL and 
second language acquisition theories of learning. The author provides some sample 
lessons but these only provide an outline of objectives and teaching activities. 
Macdonald (2008) also outlines an information literacy program for ESL adults in a 
library orientation program and points out that librarians often do not have 
experience teaching ESL students or knowledge of ESL teaching practices. Her pilot 
program involved collaboration with the ESL teachers. Another group of authors 
advocating the collaboration between librarians and ESL teachers developed a matrix 
for each ESL class level, which reflected the topics to be covered in the classes 
(Pracha, Stout, & Jurkowitz, 2007). The authors took into account the backgrounds 
of their students and their English abilities when developing the instructional 
sessions. When developing the matrix, the authors incorporated Second Language 
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Acquisition (SLA) and IL frameworks. These papers clearly advocate collaboration 
between teachers and librarians and emphasise the need to incorporate English 
learning theories into IL instruction.  
 
Many authors investigating ESL or international students have found that these 
students often have a lack of knowledge of academic requirements at a university 
level and there is a need to provide information literacy instruction to ESL students 
on academic issues such as plagiarism and referencing (Chen & Van Ullen, 2011; 
Han, 2012; Hughes, 2013; Martin, Reaume, Reeves, & Wright, 2012). Martin, 
Reaume, Reeves & Wright (2012) outlined how they built relationships with ESL 
international students through library instruction in English composition classes. This 
included classes on plagiarism and referencing, finding academic materials and 
evaluating sources. Martin, Reaume, Reeves & Wright (2012) observed several areas 
where ESL students had difficulties with finding and using resources due to cultural 
or linguistic factors that necessitated IL instruction. These included difficulty reading 
academic papers, with students often not reading further than abstracts and students 
plagiarizing due to a lack of knowledge of intellectual property rules in the academic 
environment. Han (2012) also found in his study on the information literacy 
development of higher research ESL students that the scholarly reference style and 
academic requirements for quality of sources in Australia differed from the students 
home country of China and therefore ESL students’ required information literacy 
instruction on how to search for high quality resources in databases and how to cite 
references. Han argues that there is a need for librarians to collaborate with ESL 
instructors in using pedagogy that encourages ESL students to master both academic 
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studies and social contexts and that librarians as educators need to support the 
development of critical thinking.  
 
With regard to academic skills, Chen & Ullen (2011) also found in their study on 
research process and plagiarism workshops for postgraduate international students in 
an American university that international students had a lack of knowledge about 
citation styles and compiling bibliographies for research papers. The authors 
attributed this to differences in culturally acceptable writing styles and citation styles 
between the students’ home countries and America. The authors found through post 
tests and interviews that the research workshops had a positive impact on the 
international students understanding of the research process. Hughes (2013) also 
found that international students were unused to the academic conventions that were 
required of them, such as referencing and plagiarism.  
 
It cannot be assumed that all ESL or international students have a lack of knowledge 
of academic requirements. There is currently an increase of students from countries 
in Asia and the Middle East that are undergoing Western style educations in their 
own countries. Therefore, when they come to study in Western countries they may 
already possess the necessary knowledge on academic integrity. Further research is 
needed that investigates both EFL and ESL students’ knowledge of issues 
surrounding academic integrity and competence.  
Culture  
 
Culture is one aspect that is commonly discussed in the literature about EFL and ESL 
students. Many authors advocate that cultural considerations need to be taken into 
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account when developing and delivering information literacy curriculum.  Zhang 
(2006) explores culture and libraries in East Asia through her paper on 
communication in academic libraries. The author looks at the individual versus 
collectivism dimension of cultures’ impact on speaking practices and how 
knowledge of these cultural dimensions can reduce confusion and misunderstandings 
between librarians and international students. Zhang’s paper reviews literature in the 
area and makes recommendations to information professionals on how to effectively 
communicate with East-Asian international students, but does not provide any 
empirical data. Walker and Click (2011) focus on the challenges of culture by 
outlining the obstacles and techniques for librarians to employ when meeting the 
needs of EFL students. They state that students from different cultures may have 
different learning styles and expectations of libraries than their North American 
counterparts and advocate techniques such as speaking slower and avoiding library 
jargon. Hughes (2009, 2013) shows that for international students, using information 
to learn is a holistic experience that integrates cultural and linguistic dimensions.   
As with other authors, Hughes advocates that cultural dimensions should be 
considered when developing information literacy learning approaches for 
international students.  
 
One major idea that influences research about culture is Geert Hofstede’s (2001) five 
dimensions of culture. Dorner and Gorman’s (2006) paper about cultural factors 
affecting curriculum development and programme delivery in information literacy 
education in Asian developing countries uses the five dimensions to relate culture to 
information literacy instruction. The five dimensions are: power distance, 
individualism and collectivism, masculinity, uncertainty avoidance and long term 
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orientation. The authors relate each cultural dimension to an information literacy 
taxonomy. For example, Asian students have low scores on individualism so the 
author suggests group work and teacher centric teaching methods, believing they 
might be beneficial. Similarly, Arab students also have low scores on Hofstede’s 
individualism scales. This translates into a collectivist society as compared to an 
individualist culture and is manifested in a close long-term commitment to the 
member 'group', that being a family, extended family, or extended relationships 
(Hofstede, 2001).  As with the Asian students in Dorner and Gorman’s study, using 
group work and more teacher centred teaching methods would be a strategy for 
teaching information literacy using this cultural model.  
 
Critiques of Hofstede’s cultural model argue that equating culture to nation is highly 
problematic and his model does not take into account the flexible and changing 
nature of culture in today’s global context (McSweeney, 2002; Signorini, Wiesemes, 
& Murphy, 2009). Signorini, Wiesemes & Murphy (2009) also argue that Hofstede 
overstates the effects of individualistic and collectivist nations on learning and 
neglects other explanations for educational differences, including socio-economic 
factors, funding of education and teachers qualifications. There is limited research 
about whether Hofstede’s cultural model is an effective way to develop information 
literacy instruction and more research is needed on whether Hofstede’s cultural 
model is still relevant and accurate in today’s EFL and ESL environments.   
Language  
 
Another area of significant research about ESL students is exploring how language 
learning strategies can be utilized in libraries and how language and communication 
 Chapter 2: Literature Review 60 
impact on ESL students’ experiences of information literacy. Several authors discuss 
the issues of communication and the use of language in reference interviews, 
information literacy classes and on students’ experiences of online searching. 
Bordonaro’s (2011) paper on incorporating language skills strategies into library 
instruction describes a self-reflection study that identified language learning 
strategies and how they were used in library instruction sessions for ESL students. 
The author concludes that by first recognizing and then incorporating language 
learning strategies, librarians can give ESL students increased opportunities to 
become better learners in language and library learning. Amsberry (2008) argues that 
language is the primary barrier for international students in library instruction 
classes. Her paper about teacher talk makes suggestions for librarians working with 
international students, including being aware that input modifications are linguistic, 
not intellectual, avoid idioms and cultural references, limit the use of library jargon 
and ask open ended questions rather than yes or no questions. Curry and Copeman 
(2005) also found that language and communication was important when dealing 
with international students in reference interviews. The authors found that the best 
reference interviews conducted by librarians were those who wrote down questions, 
explained what they were doing through the whole process and asked a lot of 
questions. In the poorer reference interviews, librarians used rapid English, library 
jargon and concluded the interview before asking if the student had received the 
information needed to answer the reference question.  
 
Several authors have found that language barriers put ESL students at a disadvantage 
when they are conducting research or online searches. Hughes (2013) also found that 
language had an impact on international students’ experiences of online searching. 
 Chapter 2: Literature Review 61 
Hughes found that students faced linguistic challenges such as unfamiliarity with 
academic English styles, specialist terminology and bibliographic jargon and 
experienced difficulty in selecting search terms and synonyms because of a limited 
English vocabulary. Bagnole and Miller (2003) also found that ESL students’ ability 
to use synonyms put them at a disadvantage due to barriers of language and found 
that keyword worksheets allowed ESL students to learn effective techniques for 
searching. The authors also suggested ways to take language proficiency into 
account. These included pairing of stronger and weaker language proficiency 
students to increase interactivity and serve as a learning tool, and providing a range 
of activity types to address different learning needs.   
 
In contrast to these studies, Liao, Finn and Lu (2007) found that the impact of 
language or culture communication barriers and technology barriers on international 
students’ access to libraries has decreased and that English proficiency levels did not 
appear to be a barrier to successful library use. It is important to note here that 
although it could be assumed that EFL students also face barriers due to language, 
there is little research or data that has been conducted to support this assumption. 
This thesis explores how EFL students experience information literacy and one of the 
findings in this study concludes that language does impact on EFL students’ 
experiences of information literacy, therefore, this study fills an important gap in the 
literature that explores the impacts of language on information literacy in EFL 
contexts.  
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Learning Styles 
The preferred learning styles of students have gained some attention in the literature 
about EFL and ESL students and information literacy. A pilot study developing and 
delivering a library skills course for international bridging students from China and 
Pakistan found that in order to accommodate various learning styles, a number of 
teaching methods were incorporated, including face to face learning, practical online 
activities and group discussions. Although the librarians delivered the information in 
small chunks with repetition and reinforcement, the students’ overall results revealed 
a less extensive knowledge of library research skills than what the students indicated 
in their evaluations of what they had learned in the course (Hurley et al., 2006). Chen 
& Ullen (2011), in their study evaluating research and plagiarism workshops 
conducted with international students in America found that students completing 
their workshops had different learning styles.  For example, Asian students tended to 
value more passive teacher led activities so the authors concluded concluded that 
international students may respond to variation in instructional methods more than 
others due to their learning styles.  
 
Several authors advocate teaching and grouping students together according to their 
preferred learning styles. Mokhtar, Majid & Foo (2008) conducted a study of EFL 
students in Singapore on teaching information literacy using different learning styles. 
The study involved teaching information literacy classes to students after 
administering a multiple intelligence survey. The students were grouped together 
according to their dominant intelligences, e.g., verbal/linguistic intelligence, 
bodily/kinesthetic intelligence. The authors found that the classes that had been 
grouped according to the intelligences performed better in information literacy 
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classes than the students that were not grouped together according to intelligences. 
The authors concluded that when information literacy instructors are able to identify 
their students’ learning styles and provide more opportunities for these skills to be 
utilised, then information literacy learning is more efficient. A study conducted at the 
at higher education institution in the UAE found through teachers’ observations, 
student feedback and assessment results in information literacy classes for students in 
bridging English programs, that students indicated a preference for hearing 
information rather than reading it, and learning through practical activities, indicating 
that these students favour kinesthetic and auditory learning styles (Hart & Johnston, 
2010). The paper offered practical strategies to teach information literacy to this 
group of students using their preferred learning styles, such as using videos and 
auditory activities.  
 
However, as previously mentioned in the literature about English language learning, 
information literacy and EFL students, research about learning styles has tended to 
rely on traditional survey style instruments rather than using multiple methods of 
discerning the learning styles of students. Because the learning styles of EFL and 
ESL students is an important factor to take into consideration in any EFL and ESL 
teaching situation,  more research needs to be done to investigate the varying 
learning styles of EFL and ESL students. 
Summary 
 
This review outlined several similarities between information literacy education in 
EFL and ESL contexts. In both contexts, information literacy instructional programs 
took into consideration cultural and language backgrounds when developing 
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information literacy activities and curriculum. Cultural dimensions such as 
individualistic and collectivist culture were also used as a basis to provide strategies 
for information literacy instruction or communication between students and 
librarians. In both EFL and ESL educational contexts, language was an important 
factor to consider when communicating with EFL and ESL students both in the 
library and in the classroom. Lastly authors advocated incorporating learning styles 
into information literacy instruction for EFL and ESL students. One area that is 
consistently found in the literature about ESL students are issues related to academic 
integrity, plagiarism and referencing. There is little reference made to these issues in 
EFL literature. Therefore, more research should be conducted in this area with EFL 
students.  
 
When viewed together, these studies provide useful insights about the information 
literacy experiences of non native English speakers who are studying in an English 
speaking academic environment. The studies shed light on a number of areas 
including culture, language and learning styles and strategies to implement these 
factors into information literacy instruction and interactions between librarians and 
EFL and ESL students. It is clear from the literature that librarians need to take into 
consideration the cultural and linguistic backgrounds of EFL and ESL students in 
order to effectively provide information literacy instruction. Although many studies 
offer strategies for integrating these factors into information literacy instruction, 
there are few empirical studies that investigate the information literacy experiences 
of EFL and ESL students. There is some empirical data that suggests that although 
cultural backgrounds and linguistic aspects have some bearing on information use, 
other generic factors such as accessing information also influence EFL and ESL 
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students’ experiences of information use. Further studies about the information 
literacy experiences of EFL and ESL students are needed, especially studies that 
compare their information literacy experiences with those of native English speakers, 
in order to provide librarians and other educators with knowledge to effectively teach 
in an EFL or ESL environment.  
Conclusion 
This review has identified a significant gap in research about EFL students and 
information literacy, especially literature that focuses on using more holistic 
understandings of information literacy and literature that focuses on students’ 
experiences.  There is some literature about ESL students that provides empirical 
data that language and cultural factors impact ESL students’ experiences of 
conducting research and online searching and many authors advocate incorporating 
factors such as language, culture and learning styles into information literacy 
curriculum development and when communicating with EFL and ESL students. 
However, while there are many assumptions made that factors such as language 
impact on experiences of information literacy for both EFL and ESL students, there 
is little research or data to support this assumption. In particular the literature about 
EFL students and information literacy is limited and tends to focus on areas such as 
information seeking behaviour, outlining information literacy programs and learning 
style differences.  There is literature about EFL students and academic reading that 
explores factors such as reading comprehension and learning and teaching strategies, 
however little importance is placed on information literacy in general literature about 
EFL students.  
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Considering that information literacy is a core competency or graduate outcome in 
many educational institutions around the world, it is significant that limited literature 
can be found about information literacy and EFL or ESL students either in the 
research about information literacy or the research about EFL and ESL students 
generally. These knowledge gaps need to be filled to allow for development of more 
appropriate information literacy curriculum and pedagogy that recognises EFL 
students’ information literacy experiences and the qualitatively different ways that 
EFL students experience information and learning. Therefore, this study begins to fill 
this knowledge gap as the research question explored in this thesis sought to answer 
the question: how do EFL students experience information literacy? The thesis 
identified how EFL students experienced information literacy and the varying 
experiences and perceptions EFL students had of information and learning. Therefore 
it makes a much needed contribution to the literature about EFL and ESL students 
and information literacy.  
 
In contrast to existing research on EFL students and EFL students and information 
literacy, this study explored the information literacy experiences of EFL students 
using a relational approach, which sees information literacy as a more holistic 
experience where students experience information literacy in a number of 
qualitatively different ways and information literacy is defined as using information 
to learn. Bruce (1997a) recommends that studies using the relational approach to 
investigate conceptions need to be conducted in higher education institutions 
internationally to see if conceptions of information literacy are also found in other 
cultural contexts. Lloyd (2007) also suggests that information literacy will have 
different characteristics within different cultural contexts. Therefore, this research 
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addresses a gap that currently exists, exploring the information literacy experiences 
of EFL students and students in different cultural contexts, specifically students 
immersed in an Arab culture, but studying in English in a Westernised education 
system. 
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Chapter 3:  Research Methodology 
Introduction 
This chapter outlines the research methodology for the thesis research and is divided 
into three sections. The first section introduces and discusses phenomenography as 
the chosen research approach. The second section presents the research design for the 
study in terms of participant selection, data collection and data analysis. This section 
also outlines the pilot study and reflections on the interviews. The final section 
outlines how phenomenographic research is evaluated for reliability and validity and 
concludes with an ethics statement. This chapter reveals the ways in which the 
research question was explored using the phenomenographic approach, including 
why phenomenography is the most appropriate research method to use to explore 
how EFL students experience information literacy. The chapter also explores how 
data was collected and analysed to reveal the varying experiences and perceptions 
EFL students had of information and learning. The specific components of 
phenomenographic findings are outlined, including categories of description, 
referential and structural aspects, how and what aspects of information literacy, 
dimensions of variations and the outcome space. The components all form part of the 
process that answered the question of how EFL students experienced information 
literacy.  
Selecting the Research Approach 
The aim of this research was to explore how EFL students experience information 
literacy.  Phenomenography was chosen as the most appropriate research method to 
use to answer this question for a number of reasons:  
 Chapter 3: Research Methodology 70 
 
 Phenomenography seeks to explore differences and variations in the way 
people think or experience particular phenomena (Bruce, 1999; Limberg, 
2000). The researcher was interested in exploring the variation of EFL 
experiences of information and using findings to inform information literacy 
practice.   
 Phenomenography adopts a second order perspective, asking research 
questions of a ‘how’ instead of a ‘what’ nature, for example, how do people 
experience information seeking? (Limberg, 2000). As this research explored 
how EFL students use information to learn, adopting a second order 
perspective is an appropriate way to formulate questions that explore the 
relationship between students and information literacy.  
 Phenomenographic research is traditionally an approach used in the education 
field to study the phenomena of learning, studying, communication and 
teaching (Svensson, 1997), therefore, it is an appropriate research method to 
explore experiences of information literacy in an educational context. “The 
foundation of phenomenographic research tradition is pedagogical, which 
attempts to identify, formulate and tackle certain types of research questions 
about learning and understanding in educational environments” (Marton & 
Pang, 2008, p. 540). 
 This study was undertaken from the context of students conducting a research 
project and their approaches to learning formed an important part of their 
experiences of information literacy.  Prosser (2000) argues that in education, 
researchers need to look at learning from the perspective of those engaged in 
teaching and learning, and that phenomenography is a good research 
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approach to gather information on students’ approaches to learning. He states 
that, “the recent research into teaching and learning, showing that students’ 
learning outcomes are closely related to their approach to learning, reinforces 
the importance of the learners’ perspectives” (2000, p. 43).  
 
Appropriateness for Information Literacy Research 
 
Phenomenography is also an appropriate method to use in the library and information 
science field and has recently been utilised in a number of studies exploring 
information literacy. Bruce (1999, p. 44) proposed four general directions for 
possible phenomenographic study in the information science field. They are: 
1. The study of ways in which people experience information and its role in 
society. 
2. The study of varying understandings of Library Information Science concepts 
and principles such as information literacy.   
3. The study of qualitative variation in the experienced meaning of Library 
Information Science processes. (e.g. information retrieval, online searching) 
4. The study of qualitative variation in the experienced meaning of Library 
Information Science elements. (e.g. databases, indexes) 
The first direction is especially relevant, as this study looked at a specific group’s 
experiences of using information to learn in the context of higher education. The 
second direction is also relevant to this study as it investigated the varying 
understandings of information literacy from the perspective of EFL students. This 
study also explores the qualitatively different ways EFL students’ experience 
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accessing and using information and the information literacy processes EFL 
students’ use when conducting a research project, therefore all four of Bruce’s 
directions are relevant to this research.  
 
Precedent has been set for using phenomenographic research to explore experiences 
of information literacy. Phenomenographic approaches have been used in the library 
field especially in the context of studying information seeking behavior and 
information using experiences. “The first connection between phenomenography and 
information literacy was established by Bruce’s 1997 work, The Seven Faces of 
Information Literacy, which emphasizes a holistic evaluation of people’s experience 
of information literacy as an aspect of learning rather than the assessment of 
measurable attributes and skills associated with specific information seeking 
processes” (Andretta, 2007, p. 155). Edwards (2004) also conducted a 
phenomenographic study to identify variations in the experience of information 
searching. The researcher used traditional phenomenographic approaches including 
conducting interviews and development of categories. Other studies about 
information literacy that employ a phenomenographic approach include a 
phenomenographic study on information professionals and evidence based practice 
(Partridge et al., 2010), investigating students experiences of information literacy 
(Lupton, 2008a), and academics experiences of information literacy (Boon et al., 
2007).  Bruce (1997a) recommends that studies in conceptions need to be conducted 
in higher education institutions internationally to see if conceptions of information 
literacy are also found in other cultural contexts. Phenomenography was chosen as an 
approach in this research as it adds to phenomenographic research in the library and 
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information field by exploring experiences of information literacy in a specific 
cultural context. 
 
Research Paradigm 
This research will be taking an interpretivist approach to investigating a 
phenomenon. The interpretivist approach “looks for culturally derived and 
historically situated interpretations of the social world life” (Crotty, 1998, p. 67) The 
interpretative research tradition has a phenomenological base which hypothesises 
that person and world are inextricably related and requires us to engage with 
phenomena in our world (Crotty, 1998; Sandberg, 2005). Within an interpretive 
approach it is not possible to “produce an objective description of reality as our 
descriptions are always coloured by our specific historical, cultural, gender based and 
linguistic understandings of reality” (Sandberg, 2005, p. 45). Taking an interpretative 
approach when exploring information literacy experiences of EFL students is 
important, as their understandings of reality will be influenced by culture and 
language.  Interpretive approaches regard subject and object as an inseparable 
relation (Sandberg, 2005), in other words, a non-dualistic ontology in which human 
beings and the world are inseparable (Marton & Pang, 2008). Phenomenography 
takes on a non dualist ontology and also explores the variations in which subjects 
experience a phenomenon. In this research the phenomenon in question is 
information literacy and investigating EFL students’ varying experiences of the 
information literacy through their understanding of reality forms an interpretive 
approach to the investigation.  
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Phenomenography 
Phenomenography rose out of research on student learning conducted with university 
students in Sweden in the 1970’s (Marton, 1994; Svensson, 1997). Marton and Booth 
(1997) describe phenomenographic research as a way of experiencing something and 
the object of the research is the variation in ways of experiencing phenomena. A 
more detailed definition of the research approach is:  “Phenomenography is the 
empirical study of the limited number of qualitatively different ways in which 
various phenomena in, and aspects of, the world around us are experienced, 
conceptualized understood, perceived and apprehended” (Marton, 1994, p. 4424). 
The research specialisation is characterised in “terms of its object of research on the 
one hand and in terms of the methods used when studying this research object, on the 
other” (Marton, 1994, p. 4425). Phenomenographic research is traditionally an 
approach used in the education field to study the phenomena of learning, studying, 
communication and teaching (Svensson, 1997). Marton (1994), who first used the 
research approach wanted to understand why some students learn better than others 
and used the variations of their experiences of learning to develop categories of 
description which he described as surface and deep approaches to learning. 
 
According to Marton, there are three lines of phenomenographic research. The first 
line of inquiry is in general aspects of learning where the qualitative differences in 
the outcome of learning are related to qualitative approaches adopted by learners. 
The second line of research was developed from research interests in the content 
orientated nature of the study of learning. The premise of this line of research is that 
learning should be described in terms of its content. This line of research has led to 
studies of the basic concepts of learning in areas such as mathematics and physics. 
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The third line of research is the pure phenomenographic “knowledge interest” as it 
focuses on the description of how people conceive of various aspects of their reality. 
Studies in this area tend to focus on people’s conceptions of everyday reality. The 
focus of the three lines of research differs in relation between the conceptions, with 
the first line embracing the relation between the conceptions from which they 
originate and with the second line focusing on conceptions as categories of 
description (Marton, 1988). 
 
Phenomenography takes on a relational approach to research as researchers are trying 
to study the relations between human beings and the world around them (Marton, 
1988). To study the relationship between the subjects and the world (or phenomena), 
researchers aim to determine the finite number of ways the phenomenon may be 
experienced by the participants. Researchers must also look for the relationship 
between the learners and the object of their learning (Edwards, 2005). Limberg 
(2000) also explains that phenomenography has been labeled a relational approach 
because the way in which a subject experiences the object forms a relation between 
the two.  
 
“The knowledge interest of phenomenography is in describing the different 
conceptions of a phenomenon which are present among groups of people in a 
particular context” (Bruce, 1997b, p. 85). There are many different explanations of 
what a “conception” or an “experience” is in relation to phenomenographic research. 
Sandberg (1997, p. 203) states that the term conception is used to refer to people’s 
way of experiencing a specific aspect of reality. Svensson (1997) explains that the 
experience or conception of a phenomenon as the internal relationship between 
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subject and object is a way of delimiting an object from its context, therefore, any 
conceptions must have at least two related parts, which together create meaning. 
Marton (1994, p. 4426) further explains that the “delimitation from and relating to a 
context is the ‘external horizon’ of the phenomenon, whereas the delimitation and 
relation of parts is the ‘internal horizon’ of the phenomenon”. 
Variation Theory 
An important aspect of phenomenography is exploring the variation in how people 
experience a phenomenon. The development of variation theory which accompanies 
phenomenography, has provided a way of experiencing an ontological status, 
implying a shift in the primary emphasis from methodological to theoretical 
concerns. The study of variation not only involved the variations between different 
ways of experiencing something as seen by the researcher, but also among the 
critical aspects of the phenomenon or experiences as seen by the learner (Marton & 
Pang, 2008, p. 538). This is because a particular way of experiencing a phenomenon 
can be understood in terms of either particular features of a person’s awareness, or 
the dimensions of variation that are discerned and simultaneously focused upon. 
Correspondingly, the different ways in which phenomena can be experienced, the 
collective mind, reflect the differences in the structure and organisation of awareness 
(Pang, 2003, p. 152). 
 
Phenomenography seeks to explore differences and variations in the way people 
think or experience particular phenomena (Bruce, 1999; Limberg, 2000). Marton 
(1981) argues that you will always find variation in the way students understand the 
concepts presented by a teacher and that the source of variation is often conceptions 
of a certain aspect of reality. These conceptions of reality vary based on peoples’ 
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understanding of the world around them and can be influenced by culture and 
science. Edwards (2007, p. 107) argues that variation is the primary factor in 
encouraging learning. “In order to understand what should be varied in an 
environment to encourage learning, it is first necessary to understand the varying 
ways of experiencing something. Phenomenography is the research approach aimed 
at uncovering the variations in an experience and describing these variations as a 
finite set of categories”.  
Assumptions of Phenomenography - Epistemology and Ontology 
Crotty (1998, p. 10). states that theoretical perspectives “embodies a certain way of 
understanding ‘what is’ (ontology) as well as a certain way of understanding ‘what it 
means to know’ (epistemology)”. As phenomenography is an empirical research 
tradition, Svensson (1997, p. 164)  argues that, “There are no direct and simple 
relations between general ontological and epistemological assumptions and the 
character of an empirical research tradition”. Crotty (1998, p. 10) states “Ontology is 
the study of being. It is concerned with ‘what is’ with the nature of existence, with 
the structure of reality as such”. The variations in the ways people experience a 
phenomena is an ontological assumption of phenomenography. Tan (2009, p. 102) 
states that the ontological argument in phenomenography “is that phenomena should 
be investigated in terms of the ways they are experienced. The object of research is 
viewed as an experienced reality, in terms of the relations between a group of 
individuals and the phenomenon”. Pang also explains that “With the advance of the 
‘theory of variation’, ontological significance has been given to ways of experiencing 
something. This affords a theoretical base for studying the qualitatively different 
ways of experiencing various phenomena in a dynamic manner” (2003, p. 154). 
Phenomenography holds a non-dualistic ontology in which human beings and the 
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world are inseparable (Marton & Pang, 2008, p. 535). “There is not a real world ‘out 
there’ and a subjective world ‘in here’. The world (as experienced) is not constructed 
by the learner, nor is it imposed upon her; it is constituted as an internal relation 
between them” (Marton & Booth, 1997, p. 13). As Uljens (1996, p. 114) states in 
relation to ontological assumptions of phenomenography, “we cannot arrive at any 
other conclusion than that the only reality there is, is the one that is experienced”.   
 
Marton and Booth (1997) state that the assumption of logical relationships between 
different ways of understanding is one of the epistemological assumptions 
underlying phenomenographic research. Svensson also argues that assumptions made 
about how to describe conceptions are general epistemological (what it means to 
know) assumptions. “As the description of conceptions (as objects) are descriptions 
of the meaning that all other kinds of objects have to humans, it is reasonable that the 
assumptions made about how to describe conceptions also can be assumptions about 
how to describe all other kinds of objects” (Svensson, 1997, p. 168). Marton and 
Pang (2008) also argue that the epistemological stance of phenomenography builds 
on the principle of intentionality, and premised on this, phenomenography describes 
conceptions or ways of experiencing as human experiences, in the sense that they are 
human-world relationships. Akerlind (2005a, p. 71) states that a “strong emphasis on 
structure is vital in phenomenographic research as it is the epistemological 
underpinning of phenomenography”. Ontological and epistemological assumptions 
will be explored in this research including exploring variations in information 
literacy experiences, relationships between different ways of understanding these 
experiences and describing conceptions (experiences) of information literacy. 
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Second Order Perspective 
There are two ways of formulating questions when conducting research, which 
represents two different perspectives. “In the first perspective we orient ourselves 
towards the world and make statements about it. In the second order perspective we 
orient ourselves towards people’s ideas of the world (or their experiences of it) and 
we make statements about people’s ideas of the world” (Marton, 1981, p. 178). From 
the Marton’s perspective in the first perspective the researcher focuses on the object 
of research and the researchers’ experiences. In the second order perspective the 
researcher still focuses on the object of research but focus on other people’s 
experiences of the object (Marton & Booth, 1997). Phenomenography adopts a 
second order perspective, asking research questions of a ‘how’ instead of a ‘what’ 
nature, for example how do people experience information seeking? (Limberg, 2000) 
In a study conducted by Marton (1981), observations were made that the second 
order perspective focuses on how students relate to what they are taught and how 
they make use of the knowledge they already possess.  
 
Marton argues that there are two reasons for formulating questions in the second 
order perspective.  
1. To find out the different ways in which people experience, interpret, 
understand, apprehend, perceive or conceptualise various aspects of reality is 
sufficiently interesting in itself.  
2. The descriptions we arrive at from the second order perspective are 
autonomous in the sense that they cannot be derived from descriptions arrived 
at from the first order perspective (1981, p. 178). 
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Within the second order perspective, the people we are studying are orientated 
towards the world they are experiencing and researchers are orientated towards the 
various ways in which they themselves experience some aspect of that world. “When 
adopting a second order perspective, researchers need to bracket judgments of the 
world and look at statements to find out what ways of experiencing particular aspects 
of the world they reflect, regardless of their validity, or functionality” (Marton & 
Booth, 1997, p. 120).  
Phenomenographic Findings 
The following section outlines the various elements of phenomenographic findings. 
In phenomenography, the outcomes of the findings are described as a set of 
categories. The results of phenomenographic research also describe the referential 
and structural aspects of each category. The referential aspect represents the overall 
meaning of the category while the structural component, often referred to as the 
structure of awareness, shows the focus of awareness in each category. In 
phenomenography, the how and what aspects of a phenomenon are also outlined for 
each category and dimensions of variations, i.e., the variations that are experienced 
between the categories of descriptions are described. Finally, phenomenographic 
findings are illustrated using an outcome space, which is often a pictorial diagram of 
the logical relations to be found between the categories of description. 
Categories of Description 
 
Findings in the phenomenographic approach are described as a set of categories and 
these categories describe the conceptions or experiences (Edwards, 2005). Marton 
(1988) explains that categories of description are the main outcome of research 
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activities and when conducting phenomenographic research, researchers need to look 
for the most distinctive characteristics of the conceptualisation. According to Marton 
(1981), conceptions are not the individuals’ understanding of a phenomena, but 
rather the collective understanding. Categories of description are used to facilitate 
this collective understanding of a phenomena as they are stable and generalize 
between experiences even if individuals move between categories on different 
occasions. Akerlind (2005c, p. 323) also stresses that phenomenographic research 
focuses on the collective rather than the individual experience. “Maintaining a focus 
on the transcripts and the emerging categories of description as a set, rather than on 
individual transcripts and categories, is essential in order to maintain focus on the 
collective experience”.  
 
There are four different aspects of descriptions that researchers aim to achieve. They 
are: 
 Relational. 
 Experiential. 
 Content-orientated. 
 Qualitative (Marton, 1988, p. 181). 
Various foci that have been taken by researchers when developing categories of 
description are: 
 Focusing on the referential (meaning) or structural components of the 
categories of description. 
 Focusing on the ‘how’ or ‘what’ aspects of the phenomenon. 
 Focusing on the similarities and differences within and between categories 
and transcripts associated with particular categories. 
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 Attempting to resolve or understand mismatches or inconsistencies between 
the interpretations of different researchers involved in the project. 
 Focusing on borderline transcripts and those transcripts in which there are 
aspects that do not fit the proposed categories of description. 
 Looking for the implication for all the categories of description of a change in 
any one category (Akerlind, 2005c, p. 328). 
As categories are developed in relation to each other, they are usually expressed in 
the form: something (x) is seen as something (y) (Lybeck, Marton, Stromdahl, & 
Tullberg, 1988, p. 101). When researching the phenomenon of information literacy, 
Bruce stated that the categories of description have a structural and a referential 
component. They describe the meaning or what is conceived and the structural 
component of how it is conceived (Bruce, 1997b, p. 89). 
Referential and Structural Aspects 
When developing categories in phenomenography, it is important to focus on the 
referential and the structural components of the categories of description. The 
referential components refer to the overall meaning attributed to the category or the 
phenomenon by the people experiencing it. Marton (2000) describes awareness as 
the totality of a person’s simultaneous experiences, their relatedness to the world. He 
also states that our awareness has a structure to it. Certain things come to the fore, 
and are figural (or thematised) in our awareness, whereas other things recede into the 
background of your focus, making them tacit or unthematised. We also experience in 
our awareness things that are unrelated to the theme but co-exist with it in space and 
time, bringing into the margin of our awareness. The structural component of an 
experience is often described in phenomenography as the structure of awareness. The 
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structure of awareness is outlined in this research by describing what is in the 
foreground, background and margin of the students’ awareness in each category. For 
example, in one category revealed in this study, in the foreground of awareness was 
understanding meaning (English). In the background of awareness was Arabic and 
reading techniques and on the margin was relevant & reliable information.  
How and What Aspects of Information Literacy 
 
Phenomenographic research explores the how and what aspects of a phenomenon. 
The how aspect of information literacy describes the way we act, how we put 
something into practice, the process of the experience. The how aspect consists of 
two parts, the act and the indirect object of this act, the intention behind the act or the 
capability the act is aimed at. The what aspect is the intended object that this act or 
process is focused on. This is referred to as the direct object. Therefore, the how 
aspect relates to the process aspect of the experience of information literacy and the 
what aspect to the content or object of the experience (Marton & Booth, 1997, p. 84). 
For example, a student may follow a series of steps to find information in order to 
complete a literature review. Or a student may follow a series of steps that includes 
using information to complete parts different parts of their project. The following 
figure shows the how and what aspects of information literacy as adapted from 
Marton & Booth (1997, p. 85). 
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Figure 1 How and what aspects of information literacy  
 
In this research, the how and what aspects of information literacy are outlined in the 
findings chapter using the above pictorial template to show the how and what aspects 
of each category.  
Dimensions of Variation 
 
Dimensions of variations are the variations that are experienced between the 
categories of description in phenomenography. Marton and Booth (1997, p. 108) 
explain that “a certain way of experiencing something can thus be understood in 
terms of the dimensions of variation that are discerned and are simultaneously focal 
in awareness and in terms of the relationships between the different dimensions of 
variation”. In phenomenography, researchers are concerned with exploring the 
different ways a phenomenon is experienced from the collective rather than 
individual experiences. Therefore, dimensions of variation are discerned from the 
collective’s varying experiences across different categories. For example, EFL 
students’ experience of information sources varies across the four categories of 
Information Literacy 
How 
 
 
What 
Act Indirect Object Direct Object 
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description revealed in the findings of this research. Information sources are in the 
collective’s focus across all four categories, but there are variations in how this 
dimension is experienced across the categories. For example, the types of 
information sources or how they are used vary across the four categories of process, 
quality, language and knowledge.  
Outcome Space 
 
The final step of phenomenographic research is to form an outcome space, which has 
been developed from the categories of description. “Categories of description form 
the outcome space, which is a kind of map of various ways of being aware of a 
particular phenomenon” (Limberg, 2005, p. 281).  Akerlind (2005c) contends that the 
structure of the outcome space represents one of the least understood aspects of 
phenomenography. The main premise of the outcome space is that, “there are logical 
relations to be found between the categories of description and, as they represent 
different capabilities for seeing the phenomenon in question in relation to a given 
criterion, a hierarchy can be established. This ordered complex of categories of 
descriptions has been referred as the outcome space” (Marton, 1994, p. 4428). 
 
Marton and Booth (1997) outline the following three criteria for developing the 
outcome space: 
 That each category in the outcome space reveals something distinctive about 
a way of understanding the phenomena. 
 That the categories are logically related,  typically as a hierarchy of inclusive 
relationships. 
 Chapter 3: Research Methodology 86 
 That the outcomes are parsimonious, that the critical variation in experience 
observed in the data be represented by a set of as few categories as possible. 
 
Laurillard (1993, p. 181) describes three types of outcome space that reflect different 
ways the relations between conceptions could be viewed: 
 An inclusive, hierarchical, outcome space in which the categories further up 
the hierarchy include previous or lower categories. 
 An outcome space in which the different categories are related to the history 
of interviewee’s experience of the phenomenon, rather to each other. 
 An outcome space which represents a developmental progression, in the 
sense that the conceptions represented by some categories have more 
explanatory power than others, and thus may be seen as better. 
Edwards (2007) sees the outcome space as a way to show readers how the categories 
of description interrelate. In her study, she drew a picture of the hierarchical 
relationship between four categories, therefore mapping them into an outcome space. 
Bruce (1997b, p. 111) sees the outcome space as diagrammatic representations of the 
logical relationships between the different conceptions of a phenomenon. In her work 
on the phenomenon of information literacy, she states that the phenomenon needs to 
include three parts: 
 The varying meaning structures. 
 The varying structures of awareness. 
 The varying ways in which information is perceived.  
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Research Plan 
Data for this research was gathered from a higher education institution in the United 
Arab Emirates (UAE). University students in the UAE study in English in their own 
country and are therefore an appropriate group to investigate to answer the research 
problem.  Since this was exploratory research, it was not necessary to choose a 
representative sample in terms of demographics. In addition, it was not feasible to 
collect data from EFL students worldwide. As a result, the framework that arose 
from this research was a framework of information literacy developed from the 
experiences of a specific group of EFL students. The research data was gathered 
from one institution by the researcher over a period of one to two years. The 
researcher gathered information through in depth interviews and analysed the 
qualitative data gathered using a phenomenographic approach.  
Research Participants 
 
The focus of this research is on a specific group of EFL students, therefore, the 
sample included specific groups of students rather than random individuals. A 
specific group of students was chosen from one higher education institution in the 
UAE. In the UAE, government universities have separate campuses for women and 
men. The UAE has both government and private higher education institutions. The 
government institutions are only for the local citizens of the country whereas the 
private institutions are open to expatriates living in the country, usually from other 
Arab countries or Asian countries. The sample group came from a public government 
institution. These students were an appropriate sample of students living in their own 
country but studying in the medium of English in an Western style higher education 
system.  
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The research participants for the first phase of the pilot were chosen from 
undergraduate programs in year one, when they are required to take an academic 
writing course. Through teaching in one of these courses, the researcher knew that 
the curriculum required students to learn information literacy skills within the 
context of academic writing. The second phase of the pilot study used a sample of 
fourth year bachelor students to test the questions among students with a higher level 
of English and more experience conducting academic research. These students were 
taking courses that included a research project or assignment that required them to do 
both primary and secondary research. The research participants were all female 
students. This was a logistical choice as there are more students at the women’s 
campus and the researcher worked at the women’s campus. Also the study did not 
aim to explore differences in experiences related to gender. After both phases of the 
pilot, it was decided that all the research participants would be students studying in 
their final year. Students in the first phase of the pilot could not discuss their 
experiences of information literacy in great detail in English and were not used to 
interviews that were more conversational rather than question – answer. Therefore, 
as it was important to use participants that could speak about their experiences in 
great detail in English, the main study participants were sourced from students 
studying in the final year of their degree. This led to interviews being conducted with 
students from three faculties: business, applied communications and education. Some 
of the students were also evening students who were also working, therefore, a broad 
range of participants across different disciplines and in different contexts participated 
in the study. Results from this data therefore are limited to this particular context or 
sample of students and the researcher acknowledges that a different sample could 
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have led to a different sets of categories, however it is an important set of data that 
can be used to further explore EFL students experiences of information literacy in 
other specific contexts.  
 
As the researcher wanted to interview a specific group of students, a purposive 
sampling was used to recruit a non probability sample of EFL students.  This 
provided a suitable method for obtaining a sufficient number of elements to satisfy 
research objectives (Williamson, 2000). Purposive sampling is useful when it seems 
impossible to select a random sample or it is important to include specific groups in 
the sample (Williamson, 2000). 
 
A total of thirty four interviews were conducted, including the pilot study.  The first 
phase of the pilot study was conducted using three students studying in a bachelor of 
social work program at a higher education institution in the UAE. The second phase 
of the pilot was conducted with two bachelor students at the same institution but at a 
later stage in their degree. The first three interviews with first year students were not 
used in the data analysis. A fourth interview was also not included as the student 
could not discuss her experiences in detail and the data was not valid. The data from 
thirty interviews was used in the analysis of the main findings. As the interviews 
were shorter than traditional phenomenographic interviews due to them being 
conducted in English, it was decided that at least twenty to thirty interviews needed 
to be conducted. After thirty interviews there were no more qualitatively different 
ways students were experiencing information literacy, so no more interviews were 
conducted.  In phenomenography, interviews are the primary research method used, 
with most phenomenographic studies interviewing between twenty to fifty 
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participants (Edwards, 2005). “Phenomenography is grounded in the premise that the 
number of critically or qualitatively different ways in which people experience a 
phenomenon is limited” (Partridge et al., 2010, p. 277). It can then be assumed that 
there are only so many ways that EFL students studying in an English medium 
immersion (EMI) environment will experience a phenomenon. The decision as to 
how many interviews to conduct was made based on a combination of two factors: 
examples from other researchers in the information science and phenomenography 
field and the anticipated length of the interviews conducted with EFL students.  
 
Data Collection - Instruments and Implementation 
Data collection for this study involved open ended interviews, which is the most 
common qualitative method used in the phenomenographic approach. This allowed 
the researcher to investigate the relationship between information and this group of 
students.  Phenomenographic research aims to explore how people understand or 
experience a concept or phenomenon by looking at the central notions from a number 
of perspectives in a deep and open ended interview with individuals (Booth, 1997). 
That the interview is open means that while a structure might be planned in advance 
to approach the phenomenon, the researcher must be prepared to follow unexpected 
perspectives that can lead to new reflections (Booth, 1997). The interviews also need 
to develop a series of opportunities for the subject to show their different conceptions 
of the world (Edwards, 2005). 
 
Open ended in depth interviews were conducted with thirty four EFL students 
recruited from within a higher education institution in the UAE. The interview 
questions were developed in conjunction with the PhD supervisors and with advice 
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from professionals in the field. The participant signed consent forms and were audio 
recorded. Female students in the UAE cannot be filmed without consent of a 
guardian, but there are no cultural restrictions on recording audio conversations. The 
researcher explained to the students that no names would be used in any of the 
research and the information on the audio recordings would remain confidential and 
only be accessible to the researcher and the PhD supervisors. The researcher also did 
not refer to the students by name throughout the interview.  
 
Students were interviewed about their experiences of information literacy using a 
real situation: a project or assignment they were currently working on or had recently 
completed.  Most of the students interviewed described their experiences of a 
research project they had completed. This project involved both primary and 
secondary research, e.g. conducting surveys and interviews and writing a proposal 
and literature review. The terminology used by the students throughout the 
interviews was research project. Therefore in the findings the terminology used is 
project or research project. Students were required to do a research project in all 
disciplines in their final year.  
 
Interview questions were developed to tap into the phenomenon of interest and 
guided by phenomenographic principles. The interviews were conducted using an 
interpretivist approach to the interview process. With this approach, the interview 
approach was natural and conversational (Akerlind, 2005b; Marton, 1981). The 
interview questions were sometimes phrased slightly differently according to the 
flow of the interview (Akerlind, 2005b; Lupton, 2008a). This was especially 
important for interviews conducted with non native speakers of English, as words 
 Chapter 3: Research Methodology 92 
needed to be rephrased or explained. Also in this approach if the interviewer 
inadvertently leads the interviewee, the data is seen as flawed but not irredeemably 
so (Akerlind, 2005b; Marton, 1981). The need to clarify terms or for interviewees to 
seek clarification or guidance on language may be seen as leading but was only used 
due to language barriers, therefore the data was not flawed.  
Pilot Study          
Conducting pilot interviews in phenomenographic research is important due to a 
number of factors including allowing a novice interviewer to practice an appropriate 
interviewing approach and to test whether the planned questions do in fact elicit 
comment on the intended topic (Bowden, 2005). Pilot interviews were conducted 
with two or three interviewees. The pilot study for this study consisted of two phases. 
The first phase was conducted to test questions with the aim of exploring the cultural 
and language impacts of the EFL students’ experiences of information literacy. The 
second phase was conducted to further test questions and involved a shift in the main 
research focus from exploring cultural and language aspects of the information 
literacy experience to just investigating the EFL students’ experiences of information 
literacy. In the first phase of the pilot, asking specific questions to elicit cultural and 
language factors involved the researcher probing with questions to elicit responses on 
these factors that were not considered to be phenomenographic.  The initial aim of 
exploring factors such as learning styles and language impacts on information 
literacy could not be explored directly through phenomenographic interview 
questions, so the focus shifted to simply exploring EFL students’ experiences of 
information literacy, but still with the aim of drawing out any cultural, learning and 
language impacts on information literacy. This would appear naturally in the 
interviews if these factors had an impact on the students’ experiences. This also 
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allowed the researcher in the second phase of the pilot to bracket any pre-supposed 
ideas of what cultural and language factors influence the students’ experiences of 
information literacy and focus on how the students used information to learn. Due to 
this subtle shift in focus, pilot interviews in the second phase were more natural and 
conversational, and, through phenomenographic probing, the impacts of language 
and learning strategies naturally come up when exploring the students’ experiences 
of information literacy. The two phases of the pilot study will be discussed in this 
section including the choice of questions, the reflections on the questions, revisions 
of the questions and recommendations for the main study.   
Phase One 
 
The participants in the first phase of the pilot were three female students in their first 
year of a Bachelor of Social Work program. The students were sourced from the 
same class so that the interview questions could be tested with students who were 
studying the same course and would have the same assessments. This approach to 
choosing participants was used to see if there were variations in their experiences of 
information literacy while working on similar assessments.  The three students were 
not fluent in English. The aim of the first phase of the pilot was to explore cultural 
and language impacts on the students’ information literacy experience.  
 
The following questions were asked in phase one of the pilot: 
 Tell me about an assignment you are doing at the moment. 
 How did you go about searching for information for your assignment? 
 What kinds of information did you use for your assignment? 
 Describe how you used that information in your assignment. 
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 Is there anything you would do differently if this assignment (or the 
information) were in Arabic? 
Edwards (2005) explains, to encourage participants to reflect further or more deeply 
on their information searching experiences, it may be necessary to ask further probe 
questions. 
 
Examples of probe questions in the first pilot phase included: 
 Why did you choose the topic?  
 Why did you search that way? 
 Why did you choose those resources?  
 What strategies did you use to understand the information? 
 Please explain further. 
 
After conducting the first phase it became clear that due to the researcher trying to 
elicit information about the cultural and language impacts, the probe questions were 
leading the interviewees. The researcher was trying to elicit responses related to 
language, e.g., what strategies did you use to understand the information, but this 
was not a phenomenographic interview probe and the probe questions were changed 
for the second phase to only include traditional phenomenographic probe questions. 
Due to the language barrier between the student and the researcher, the probes were 
used to elicit more in depth responses, as the interviewees did not always give long 
responses. Therefore in trying to elicit more information, the researcher was leading 
too much in the interview.  
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The phenomenographic interview approach should be natural and conversational 
(Akerlind, 2005b; Marton, 1981). Due to the researcher’s inexperience conducting 
phenomenographic interviews, the initial interviews were somewhat awkward and 
did not flow naturally. This was also due to differing language backgrounds of the 
researcher and the interviewees. The students in the first phase of the pilot were in 
their first year and were still adapting to the transition from secondary school to 
higher education. They were still learning to be independent learners and were used 
to a more teacher led classroom. Therefore, they often asked for clarification of 
concepts and for the researcher to correct or even supply the correct English word. 
As the researcher was still learning to conduct phenomenographic interviews, the 
researcher was not sure if these questions could be answered or words given to 
students when they not could pronounce or think of the correct vocabulary. This led 
the researcher to hesitate or pause when answering, therefore, the interviews were 
less natural and conversational in phase one. 
 
The researcher also had preconceived ideas of what the cultural and language 
impacts were for these students and this knowledge led the interviewer to lead to try 
to probe into these impacts. Sandberg (1997) explains one way to maintain 
interpretive awareness is to enter into a phenomenological reduction, often referred 
to as bracketing, where the researcher strives to hold back their known theories and 
prejudices in order to reveal the individual’s conceptions under investigation. The 
researcher had to clarify for herself what the main aim of the research was going to 
be. The cultural and language impacts on information literacy or the information 
literacy experiences of EFL students with cultural and language impacts had to either 
emerge naturally in the interview or through comparison with other studies 
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conducted with native English speakers. As the researcher had difficulty developing 
phenomenographic questions that specifically targeted the cultural and linguistic 
impacts, it was decided to simply explore EFL students’ experiences of information 
literacy and see to if culture and language had any impact on their experiences.  
 
Reflection on Interview Questions – First Year Students 
 
Question 1 Tell me about an assignment you are doing at the moment. 
This question was a good lead in question to get the students to start discussing their 
projects and lead the conversation into questions more specific to information 
literacy. The students could easily describe what assignment they were working on 
and probing allowed for further investigation of their experience. The question 
sometimes led into answers to questions 2 and 3, indicating that it is a good question 
to start the conversation. It was also a question that could lead in any direction as 
sometimes the responses were simply about the topic, whereas sometimes the 
students started describing the research process. For example one student answered: 
 
“Now I do two assignments for social work. One of them about family 
issues and I choose two subject. Divorce and domestic violence and um 
I have to research for both of them. I take maybe two days to have this 
information and also I finished a video about domestic violence also”. 
 
This allowed the researcher to probe further about the topic. For example,  
Elaborate - Why did you choose that topic? 
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“Because it is abuse here nowadays here in UAE. A new problem and 
there are no new rules for this problem. People must know about it. Must 
be aware of them”. 
 
Consequently, it was decided the question should not change for phase two of 
the pilot. Also as their topics are often related to the UAE, it sometimes yielded 
interesting responses about issues and topics that are prevalent in their culture.  
 
Question 2 How did you go about searching for information for your assignment? 
Prompts/follow up: Why did you search that way?  
 
The question aimed to elicit information about the students’ experiences of searching 
for information. For example, how they search for information and where they find 
information for their projects. This question elicited useful information about how 
students search for information – e.g., through search engines and databases and also 
led to elaboration on answers. 
 
An example of a student response was: 
“I just go direct to the laptop and I open the website and just use Google 
to try to find about this extended family, I write that words and I just go 
about Malaysia extended families, India because it’s a popular idea to 
have extended families in Japan also they have. I just want to know if 
there is any information about Arabic countries but I couldn’t found 
something clear or something statistic, I have numbers or something. I 
just found information in Arabic websites and then I just start to 
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summarise some information. I just put some quotations that help me in 
the project”. 
 
This allowed for further prompts to elicit more about the students’ experiences. 
Interviewer: Why Google? 
“I searched to find some ideas, maybe my ideas are not very academic 
to write it in the project. It’s high level, it’s not a school project so I 
can’t depend on my own and write whatever I have. We have to make it 
clear we have that  source and we get this information from that place 
so that the teacher consider that we do something. We try to find 
something, clear information”. 
 
As with other questions, this question did not always elicit responses about the 
cultural and language experiences, and adding a follow up question such as “How 
does being a non native English speaking (EFL) student affect your experience of 
searching for information” was considered. Although adding EFL may have 
prompted the student to think about their situation as an EFL student, this was 
discarded because if language has an impact on their experience of searching for 
information, this should come across naturally in response to this question. In one 
interview the words and using information were added to the question to see if using 
the definition of information literacy, using information to learn, would impact on 
the responses. Adding this did not change the responses by the students or the 
understanding they had of the question, therefore, it was discarded.  
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Question 3 What kinds of information did you use for your assignment? 
 
What kinds of information did you use for your assignment? The word ‘kinds’ in this 
question was not understood by two of the students. They had to ask for clarification. 
To clarify, an example had to be used which would be seen as leading in a 
phenomenographic interview, therefore ‘kinds’ was changed to ‘types’ for phase 
two. This question is sometimes answered in the probing of question two so it was a 
little confusing to the students. One student used the phrase “Like I told you before”. 
Phenomenographic questions can often make the interviewees feel like they are 
answering the same question over and over again. When the students did understand 
the question, it provided useful information about what information they use to learn 
and also how they evaluate that information. For example: 
Student Response: 
“Actually I like to find the reports and the papers from the government 
website, actually because it’s really good and the numbers is clear and 
you have accurate numbers when you write something. You have good 
evidence that you have read something high quality information so when 
you put it or support your project with it, it will give you high marks and 
the teacher will consider that you put a good resource in that one”. 
 
Question 4 Describe how you used that information in your assignment? 
 
The aim of the first phase of the pilot was to explore cultural and language 
impacts on information literacy, and it was expected that this question would 
naturally elicit responses related to preferred learning styles and language 
 Chapter 3: Research Methodology 100 
impacts. The aim of this question was to elicit responses about cultural and 
language experiences that impact on information literacy, such as the 
preference to listen rather than read information or the impacts of their culture 
not being a reading culture. As the question did not always elicit these 
responses, it was initially felt the question was not working in the right way, or 
that another question needed to be added to find out about these experiences. 
Sometimes probing, such as asking about strategies for understanding 
information, elicited responses about learning styles and language but it was 
clear that this was not phenomenographic probing. However, this question did 
bring up some useful information about the way EFL students use information. 
For example; Student Response: 
“First I put the highlight for the first topic. First sentence from each 
paragraph, then I try to put behind each paragraph a topic to help me 
find what information exactly I want. If necessary I summarize sometimes 
and I take what is important”. 
 
Answers to this question allowed for further probing: 
Interviewer: How do you know what’s important? 
“I see if the research is from, they say according to the statistical, 
according to the organization, I become sure that the information here is 
correct”. 
 
It was decided that if there were impacts of culture and language these should 
come out naturally in this question, and that if there were no impacts then that 
was also acceptable as the focus should be on information literacy experiences, 
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rather than cultural and language experiences. Therefore it was decided to keep 
the question the same for the second phase of the pilot.  
 
Question 5 Is there anything you would do differently if this assignment (or the 
information) were in Arabic? 
 
The aim of this question was to investigate the language impacts on information 
literacy but it did not elicit valuable answers that investigated the phenomenon of 
information literacy. It focused on the language impacts of using information in 
English but this was considered not to be the core aim under investigation and more 
suited to an investigation of language impacts on studying in English. It was also felt 
that if studying and using information in English had an impact on information 
literacy it would come out naturally in previous questions. Therefore this question 
did not add value in its original form so it was removed for phase two of the pilot. 
The initial aim of the first phase of the pilot was to investigate the cultural and 
language impacts on EFL students’ information literacy experiences. It proved 
difficult to ask questions that naturally elicited responses about culture and language 
without leading in the probing questions. After trialling several questions and 
debating over adding other questions which were not considered to be 
phenomenographic in nature, the researcher had to shift perceptions or 
presuppositions of what culturally and linguistic impacts influenced the students’ 
information literacy experience and focus simply on their experiences of information 
literacy. If cultural and language factors did impact on their experiences, this should 
come out naturally in the interviews. 
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Phase Two 
One female bachelor of business student and one female bachelor of applied 
communication student were interviewed to further test the interview questions after 
analysis of the first phase of the pilot. Both students were in the final year of their 
degree. Students in their final year were chosen to see if their responses were more in 
depth due to having more experience completing research projects and having a 
higher level of English proficiency.  
 
The following questions were asked in phase two of the pilot: 
 Tell me about an assignment you are doing at the moment. 
 How did you go about searching for information for your assignment? 
 What types of information did you use for your assignment? 
 Describe how you used that information in your assignment. 
Probe questions in the second pilot were: 
 Can you tell me more about that? (This is a phrase used in English IELTS 
exams so the phrase is familiar to the interviewees). 
 Could you please give me an example? 
 Please explain further. 
 Why did you say that? 
Bowden (2005, p. 18) suggests that neutral questions such as: can you tell me more 
about that?; could you explain that again using different words?; why did you say 
that?; aim to get the interviewee to say more. 
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These generic pilot questions were chosen as they are typical of phenomenographic 
interviews and in the first phase the students were sometimes led due to the probing 
being too specific and not drawn directly from what the students had said. Sticking to 
generic probe questions meant the researcher did not lead but simply probed based 
on information given in the responses and therefore the interviews flowed better and 
were more natural and conversational.  
 
Reflection on Interview Questions – Fourth Year Students 
The second phase of the pilot involved interviewing two students to further test the 
questions with higher level students and to allow the interviewer to gain more 
experience in probing and using the phenomenographic technique. Shifting the focus 
away from exploring the cultural and language impacts also allowed the researcher to 
explore the experiences of the students without preconceived notions of how they 
would respond.  
 
The responses given in phase two were more in depth than the first three interviews.  
 
Question 1 - Tell me about an assignment you are doing at the moment. Again this 
was a good lead in question that explored the students’ topic, why they chose it and 
often the question naturally elicited responses about how they did their research or 
searched for information. Consequently this question was used in the main study.  
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Question 2 -How did you go about searching for information for your assignment?  
 
This question elicited more in-depth responses than the first phase of the pilot, 
indicating that final year students were more aware of how they used information and 
had more experience using information in academic research projects. Some 
examples of the responses to question two were: 
 
“Actually we used like different websites, to search for the information. 
We used the library, the college library database, because actually the 
teacher said the information provided there is more logic, ah long pause 
it’s like  um more true information because the website, like it’s more 
confident information. Some of the websites are posting anything so he 
asked us to like have more confident information because it is law. That’s 
why I used the college database and I used Google also and I found 
PDF’s and other things”. 
 
“When I searched for the journals the good thing about the college 
website is that I can be very specific. I can choose the language, I can 
choose the topic that I want, I can limit the articles so it can be easy for 
me to find the article that I want. It was really helpful, I found the article 
that I want in it, a very easy engine to use, but still or most of us I think 
still prefer Google. It’s easier”. 
 
“I chose one article to analyse it and write about it and then the other 
article I read benefits me to argue, compare between different journalists 
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and it truly benefit me, as an applied communication student. Sometime I 
really need to know whatever is going on in the world so the articles 
benefit me. It made me more conscious about what’s happening in 
Syria”. 
This differed from the first three interviews in phase one. In the first phase of the 
pilot, the students only mentioned using websites when searching for information. 
The responses in the second phase were also longer and more natural, presumably 
due to their English level – they had both passed the IELTS English exam 
requirements for graduating. 
 
Also the researcher was becoming more proficient at using phenomenographic 
probes. Probes were used such as: can you give me an example?; what do you mean 
by?; why do you prefer it?; when you say you used X can you explain further. 
 
Question 3 What types of information did you use for your assignment? 
 
Even though the question had changed from ‘kinds’ to ‘types’, the first student did 
not understand the question and asked for clarification. Therefore ‘kinds’ and ‘types’ 
were discarded and the researcher rephrased the question as: What information did 
you use for your assignment? for the final interview in phase two. In the second 
interview of phase two, the student still replied with an abstract reply, rather than 
specific sources of information. After some probing, more specific sources of 
information that the student had used were elicited. This difficulty with 
understanding the question reflects that the students had different understandings of 
what information is, and therefore varying responses were  given throughout the 
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interviews that are also different to the researchers’ understanding about what 
information is. This is also a reflection of variation theory in phenomenography 
where there will always be variation in the way students understand different 
concepts. Again this question has been a good learning experience as the researcher’s 
presupposed understandings of what information is has meant that the expected 
response was not always given to this question. With probing, this question did elicit 
responses from the students on how they evaluated and used information. For 
example: 
“Well, actually when I was reading what was posted in the PDF, because it 
was done by a professor I think of a law university, and by reading what 
was posted in the official website of the government. I found some links 
with the database what was posted so the things that were relevant and 
repeated many times I thought that it is an accurate information so I took 
them”.  
“Most of the cases I used Google itself, but sometimes I used Google 
Scholar. Scholar provides journals, like academic researches which is 
really good thing to know these people’s opinion, because it’s really 
important, 100 percent they will be open minded people, educated, their 
research will benefit me. The Google itself is still Ok, because sometimes I 
really need to know other people think, from blogs, some blogs, it also 
benefits me”.  
 
“I also asked doctors because it will be 100 percent true what they will say 
because they are reliable source and I also asked the doctors to interview 
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them to provide information because sometimes I believe that searching the 
internet is a good way and it’s really a good way but most of the cases 
people provide the wrong information but what makes it a big deal, a big 
problem is that the person who doing the research or search believe in 
these wrong information especially like Wikipedia. I don’t say that that all 
the information in Wikipedia is totally wrong but most of the information is 
not right, because anyone can edit the page and add whatever they want”.  
 
As students had difficulty understanding this question, the decision was made not to 
use it in the main study. Also responses to what information the students used and 
why could be elicited from other questions used in the main study, such as the 
questions about completing the assignment and searching for information. 
 
Question 4 - Describe how you used that information in your assignment? 
As with the first phase of the pilot, the students had no trouble understanding 
this question and it sometimes elicited responses about the students’ 
experiences that related to language impacts. For example:  
“The Indian ones were easier because the language that they use were 
simpler maybe also because in  India their second language is also 
English. Not many people know English so they were using like easier 
language even in the articles that were posted in the Indian newspaper or 
even the website when you read the information on the website you, can 
understand them immediately not like the foreign website, like the US or 
the UK”. 
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After completing two phases of the pilot, it was clear that the main study should 
focus on EFL students’ experiences of information literacy. If language and culture 
impacted on these experiences, this would be revealed in the analysis of the data. 
After some feedback it was decided that the following question would be added to 
the main study: How did you go about completing this assignment? This question 
elicited in depth responses about how the students completed the project and with 
probing, elicited responses on the students’ experiences of using information.  
After testing all the questions, the final questions to be used for the main study were: 
 Tell me about an assignment you are doing at the moment. 
 How did you go about completing this assignment? 
 How did you go about searching for information for your assignment? 
 Describe how you used that information in your assignment. 
Probe questions  
 Can you tell me more about that? (This is a phrase used in English IELTS 
exams so the phrase is familiar to the interviewees). 
 Could you please give me an example? 
 Please explain further. 
 Why did you say that? 
 You say you used X. Can you explain further.    
Reflections on Interview Technique 
The phenomenographic interviewing style of open ended questions investigating the 
‘how’ and ‘why’ of the experience proved difficult in the environment in which the 
interviewer was conducting the study in. The students are non native English 
speakers and accustomed to a teacher led learning environment where the teacher 
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gives instructions, elaborates and clarifies information in the classroom. They were 
not accustomed to an education setting that encourages self-reflection and speaking 
about their experiences in great detail. The researcher also did not have any 
experience conducting phenomenographic interviews, therefore conducting them in 
this educational environment was challenging. The pilot interviews allowed the 
researcher to reflect on the probing technique and after listening to transcripts, learn 
from mistakes made in the initial interviews.  
 
The educational setting, language and the researcher’s inexperience in conducting 
phenomenographic interviews led to a number of issues. Several issues arose due to 
the English level of the students. It was difficult to keep focus on the experiences 
when questions were misunderstood or responses were hard to interpret and the 
researcher had to refocus without leading. Also, common terminology was not given 
in responses due to students not knowing these words. For example, students used 
words like ‘true’, ‘logic’ and ‘confident’ instead of ‘accurate’ when talking about 
searching for accurate information. Common probing terminology also did not work 
in the interviews. For example ‘clarify’ is not a word commonly used in the students’ 
English classes. It was also difficult for the researcher not to correct English or help 
the students find the appropriate word as this is the natural way a librarian or teacher 
interacts with second language learners in the classroom. It was difficult for the 
researcher to understand that helping can be considered leading in a 
phenomenographic interview. In the initial phase, one issue was the lack of in-depth 
responses to the questions, which led the researcher to lead when probing to gather 
more in-depth responses on cultural and language impacts. Although the researcher 
hoped to gather more insights about cultural and language experiences, they were 
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difficult to probe for without using specific questions that were not 
phenomenographic. Also gathering data using the phenomenographic interviewing 
style of a natural conversation was problematic as the students saw the researcher as 
a teacher or authority figure and sought assurance that their responses were what was 
expected of them. Several students in the pilot expressed their concern at the end of 
the interview that their answers were wrong or not what the researcher wanted to 
hear. This is due to the cultural dynamic that teachers and students have in the UAE.  
Main Study 
 
In order to gather more in depth experiences in the main study, higher level English 
speakers and students in the final years of their degree were interviewed. These 
students have done more research based assignments and were more independent 
learners who were more comfortable with the phenomenographic style of 
interviewing. The interviews with final year students were conversational and natural 
rather than stilted conversations between student and teacher in an exam style oral 
examination. However, even final year students sometimes misunderstood probing 
questions or were slightly frustrated with the probing questions. The students also 
had difficulties expanding on some details, especially if they did not know how to 
explain them in English. As one student explained after an interview, she preferred 
and was used to interviews that were question - answer interviews rather than this 
style of interview, so this interview was difficult for her. To dispel some of this 
issues and concerns that the students may have had with the phenomenographic 
interview style, the researcher explained the style of the interview before the 
interview. For example, that the interview would be more conversational, the small 
number of questions, and that they would be ask for further explanation or 
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clarification and that the aim of the interviews was to learn about their experiences, 
therefore there were no wrong answers. Spending the time to explain to them what 
the interview would be like and what the aims of the interview were alleviated some 
of the issues that had occurred in the earlier interviews and made the participants feel 
more comfortable.   
Data Analysis 
In phenomenographic research, analysis focuses on identifying a small number of 
qualitatively distinct descriptive categories of the ways in which the participants 
experience the phenomena of interest (Booth, 1997). There are several steps that 
need to be taken to analyse the data. The first step in the process was to transcribe the 
data from audio. Then each script was read to familiarize the researcher with the 
data. Transcribing the data also allowed the researcher to start the process of analysis 
as similarities between the data started to emerge while transcribing the data. After 
transcribing the data, the interview transcripts were studied to gain an overall 
perspective and to discover any similarities or differences in the data. This was done 
by individually studying each transcript and highlighting phrases or quotes. Then the 
transcripts were studied collectively to analyse similarities between the highlighted 
phrases and see which key ideas or experiences were prevalent across the data 
collectively. Keywords were also identified to gain an understanding of words that 
were frequently used collectively throughout the transcripts. For example the 
following verbs were frequently used by students to describe their experiences: 
analyse, choose, compare, discuss, evaluate, explain, find, inform, organize, 
paraphrase, read, search, summarise, translate, understand and write. 
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The next step in the data analysis process was to categorise the data. Williamson and 
Bow (2000) describe this process as the code and retrieve method of analysis that 
helps researchers to think about their data at a more in-depth level by creating 
categories of the themes present in the data. This step involved an iterative process 
where each repetition of the process of categorizing the data was used as the starting 
point for the next iteration. For example, one iteration of categorising the data 
revealed six categories. They were: process, linking information, quality and 
information, reading and understanding information, accessing and translating 
information and knowledge. Two categories, linking information (relevant 
information) and quality and information (reliable information) were merged after 
analysis revealed that these two categories were not significantly different from each 
other and the experiences of the students could be categorized as quality: information 
literacy is experienced as identifying relevant and reliable information. Further 
iterations of the categories continued until the final four categories were revealed. 
The iterative process is time consuming as the data must be read over and over again 
in order to reveal the categories. Categories can change or go through many 
iterations before the final categories are revealed.   
 
In phenomenography, the categories of description have a referential and a structural 
component. The next stage of the analysis was to determine these components of the 
categories. The referential component is the overall meaning attributed to the 
phenomenon as it is experienced and the structural components include the structure 
of awareness or the focus of the category. Again the data needed to be read multiple 
times in order to determine these components. These aspects were documented in 
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tables and through diagrams. For example, the following referential and structural 
components are described here for the process category. 
Meaning Information literacy is experienced as a process. 
 
Structure Foreground: Steps. 
Background: Parts, e.g. literature review. 
Margin: Completing the project. 
 
The next stage of analysis involved identifying the dimensions of variation in the 
categories. This was done by reading the data again to see what variations students’ 
had in their experiences across all the categories. These variations occur in all of the 
categories, but are experienced in qualitatively different ways. Two dimensions of 
variations were revealed, information and learning. The students had varying 
experiences of information sources, using information and learning across the four 
categories. To manage the data, the relevant quotes were collected for each category 
and the dimensions were highlighted and colour coded. Some of these quotes are 
used in the findings chapter to show how the students’ experience of information and 
learning varied across the categories.  
 
After categorizing the data, the categories need to be conceptually organized, as 
recommended by Booth (1997, p. 138): “The set of categories arrived at can be 
considered to be satisfactory when an internal logical relationship, a hierarchy is seen 
to exist between them”. This can be done with diagrams and charts. For example, 
Edwards (2005) developed a framework of four categories using diagrams which 
captured the variation of students’ different ways of searching for information. The 
next step in the data analysis process was to develop an outcome space. “Outcome 
spaces are diagrammatic representations of the logical relationships between the 
different conceptions of a phenomenon” (Bruce, 1997b, p. 87). In this case a pictorial 
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representation of the relationships between the categories was developed that 
describes the logical relationship between the categories. In this research the 
categories did not have a hierarchical relationship but rather there were 
interconnected relationships between the categories. The data analysis also revealed 
that students’ information literacy learning styles were systematic, strategic and 
informative.  
 
The Interpretivist approach to analysis was also considered in the analysis of the 
data. Sandberg (1997, p. 208) states that “as the researcher cannot escape from being 
intentionally related to the research object, the categories of description are always 
the researcher's interpretation of the data obtained from the individuals about their 
conceptions of reality”. In other words, the categories of description are intentionally 
constituted through the researcher's interpretation. The author also argued that “in 
order to be as faithful as possible to the individuals' conceptions of reality, the 
researcher must demonstrate how he/she has controlled and checked his/her 
interpretations throughout the research process: from formulating the research 
question, selecting individuals to be investigated, obtaining data from those 
individuals, analysing the data obtained, and reporting the results” (Sandberg, 1997, 
p. 209). It is also important in the analysis phase to bracket the researcher’s own 
relation to the phenomenon (Bowden, 2005). Dorothy and Caroline (2007, p. 170) 
also describe the importance of content rather than language in the data analysis.  
“The content (of the interview) is not primarily considered in terms of meanings of 
linguistic units, but from the point of view of expressing a relation to parts of the 
world. Furthermore, fundamental characteristics of this relation are focussed on. This 
makes the specific forms of language used, although the basis for the analysis, 
 Chapter 3: Research Methodology 115 
subordinate to their expressed content. What counts as the ‘same’ conception may be 
expressed in many linguistically different ways and what counts as different 
conceptions may be expressed in a very similar language”. This is an essential part of 
data analysis when interpreting experiences of non native speakers of English who 
may express similar concepts or experiences using different language. For example, 
students used different vocabulary and phrases to express how they evaluated 
information, but they had similar experiences of how they evaluated the accuracy of 
information.  
Evaluating Phenomenographic Studies 
The following section describes how phenomenographic studies are evaluated for 
reliability and validity. The section also outlines what steps were taken to ensure that 
this research was reliable and valid. As phenomenography is a process of discovery 
where categories of description are discovered, it has been suggested by 
phenomenographic researchers that it is not appropriate to judge phenomenographic 
results based on replicability by other researchers. It is however reasonable to expect 
that when the categories of description are described to other researchers, they can 
recognize them in the research (Marton, 1986, 1994). It has been suggested that one 
possible criteria for reliability in phenomenography is the researchers’ interpretative 
awareness, in other words, researchers need to be aware of how their interpretations 
influence the research process and researchers need to bracket any presuppositions 
they have (Akerlind, 2005c; Limberg, 2000; Sandberg, 1997). Communicative 
validity refers to the criteria for establishing truth as perceived fulfilment and 
pragmatic validity refers to the criteria for establishing truth as fulfilment in practice 
(Sandberg, 2005). 
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Reliability 
According to Sandberg (1997), in social sciences the most common criteria for 
measuring the extent to which the research results are reliable is replicability; would 
other researchers achieve similar results as the original researcher with the same set 
of data? Marton (1986) argues that there are two issues that need to be considered 
when using replicability to judge the reliability of phenomenographic results. The 
first issue concerns the process of discovery: would other researchers find categories 
if they were doing the study for the first time? The second issue concerns if the 
categories can be recognized by other researchers when describe to them. Marton 
argues that it is reasonable to expect replicability when using the second issue, 
however, the original findings of the categories of description are a form of 
discovery and discoveries do not have to be replicable. Marton (1994) also argues 
that phenomenographic results discover different ways in which a phenomenon can 
be experienced, therefore, the findings do not have to be replicable. He argues that 
after studying the description of the outcome space, another researcher should be 
able to judge what categories of description apply to each individual case. Saljo 
(1988, p. 45) also argues that if is not possible to replicate the findings, it is “possible 
to argue for the validity and reliability of the categories of description”. Akerlind 
(2005c) argues that as categories of description are based on an analysis of a group of 
transcripts, coding or matching one transcript to a category of description would be 
difficult. Sandberg (1997) outlines how phenomenographic researchers use 
interjudge reliability to establish reliability. Interjudge reliability “gives a 
measurement of the extent to which other researchers are able to recognize the 
conceptions identified by the original researcher through his/her categories of 
description” (Sandberg, 1997, p. 205). The trustworthiness of this form of checking 
 Chapter 3: Research Methodology 117 
reliability in phenomenographic research has been questioned. Sandberg (1997) 
argues that one difficulty with this form of reliability is that data obtained from one 
individual may not allow identification of a conception as this may be seen only after 
considering data from a number of individuals. Therefore, Sandberg concludes that 
co judges examining the categories of description to identify conceptions may be 
confused about how conceptions integrate or relate to categories of description, as 
they are not as familiar with the original data as the researcher.  
 
Sandberg (1997) argues that establishing reliability of the researcher’s interpretation 
is crucial and that one possible criteria for reliability in researching conceptions is the 
researchers’ interpretative awareness, in other words, researchers are aware of how 
their interpretations influence the research process. It is therefore important for 
researchers to demonstrate how they have controlled their interpretations throughout 
the research process by openly presenting their steps and decisions taken during 
analysis (Akerlind, 2005c; Limberg, 2000; Sandberg, 1997). One way to maintain 
interpretive awareness is to enter into a phenomenological reduction often referred to 
as bracketing, where the researcher strives to hold back their known theories and 
prejudices in order to present the individual’s conceptions under investigation 
(Sandberg, 1997). Sandberg (1997) outlines five steps in phenomenological 
reduction: the researcher is orientated to the phenomenon as to how it appears, the 
researcher is orientated towards describing what constitutes the experience, 
horizontalisation – treating all aspects of the experience as equally important, a 
search for structural features and using intentionality to explicate the variations in the 
conceptions. Ashworth and Lucas (2000) argue that researchers must take steps 
throughout the research process to bracket anything that would lead away from the 
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individuals’ experiences. Importing earlier research findings, assuming pre-given 
particular interpretations and presupposing the researcher’s personal beliefs are a few 
examples of presuppositions that must be bracketed (Ashworth & Lucas, 2000). In 
this research, the researcher bracketed any pre-conceived notions of what cultural 
and language factors influence EFL students’ experiences of information literacy, as 
well as bracketing pre-suppositions of the students’ information literacy behaviors 
based on observation in classes. The researcher documented steps and decisions 
throughout data analysis in order to provide evidence that the researcher had 
controlled their interpretations of the data.  
Validity 
 
Akerlind (2005c, p. 330) explains that “validity is the degree to which the research 
findings actually reflect the phenomenon being studied”. However in 
phenomenography, the researcher is not investigating the phenomenon but rather 
relating a theory to one’s experience of the world (phenomenon) (Uljens, 1996). 
Sandberg (2005) describes two types of validity checks, communicative and 
pragmatic that are used in qualitative research. According to Sandberg (2005) 
communicative validity can be seen as a criterion for achieving truth and the truth 
claim can be justified throughout various phases of the research process. Sandberg 
claims one way that validity can be achieved is by establishing what Apel (1972) 
describes as community of interpretation, which is an understanding between the 
researcher and the research participants. Another way, according to Sandberg (2005) 
of achieving communicative validity is to discuss findings of the practice being 
investigated with other researchers. Akerlind (2005c) also claims that researchers 
need to ensure that their research methods and interpretation of results are regarded 
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as valid by the relevant research community. Akerlind also lists other communicative 
checks that can be used to validate methods including feedback from the 
interviewees, other members of the population in the interview sample and the 
intended audience. He argues that asking for feedback from interviewees is not an 
appropriate validity check in phenomenographic research as the aim of 
phenomenography is not to capture a particular individual’s understanding but rather 
to capture a range of understandings within a specific group.  
 
Therefore, feedback was sought on the validity of this research from the library and 
information science and academic community in the UAE and the Gulf region. The 
researcher also intends to publish several peer reviewed articles and speak at an 
international conference to report on the final outcomes of this research. The 
researcher spoke at several seminars in the UAE and an international conference held 
in the Gulf region where the audience were librarians, English and other faculty from 
various institutions around the UAE, the Gulf region and some Western countries. 
This was done to share the findings of the data analysis and also to confirm the 
validity of the research. The researcher asked the audience during the seminars if the 
categories of description and outcomes of the findings reflect their own experiences 
with students. The audience responded that the categories and findings did reflect 
their own experiences with EFL students in the classroom, especially with regards to 
language barriers and factors such as access to local information, access to 
information in Arabic and reading comprehension. Several librarians in one seminar 
did comment that in their experience students did not always use reliable information 
or have an understanding of what plagiarism was and how to avoid it. This also 
resonates with research that suggests that ESL or international students do not have a 
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clear understanding of the requirements for using quality information in academic 
research. The researcher also agreed that EFL students, especially in the first year of 
university, did not always have a good understanding of why they needed to evaluate  
and use reliable information, but as the students in this study were fourth year 
students, they had learnt why it was important to use quality information. The 
audience agreed that the year level of the student does have an impact on their 
knowledge of academic requirements such as plagiarism and referencing and how to 
identify high quality information for academic projects. Librarians also felt that the 
data revealed in this study about the lack of access to information, the language 
barriers students face when reading and using information in English and the 
perceptions that students have about the quality of information in their own language 
were all factors that resonated in their own experiences in EFL classrooms. Some 
international practitioners also acknowledged that EFL students often employed 
similar techniques and experienced similar barriers when reading academic articles 
in English, which in turn led to discussions on the implications this has for all 
students and what strategies librarians can use to help students read and understand 
information.  
 
Sandberg (2005, p.56) argues that one way to “achieve pragmatic validity when 
generating descriptions of lived experience is to ask follow-up questions that 
constantly embed the statements”.  In a phenomenographic interview, probing allows 
the interviewer to further delve into the interpretations of the phenomenon being 
investigated. For example, asking the interviewee to explain further or clarify 
allowed the interviewer to gain more knowledge that contributed to developing the 
categories of description and outcome space. With phenomenographic research, 
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outcomes are judged in terms of their value in producing more effective ways of 
operating in the world (Akerlind 2005c) and useful insights into the phenomenon, in 
this case, information literacy. To ensure pragmatic validity, the interviewer probed 
to more fully understand the students’ interpretations of the phenomenon. One 
further way to validate pragmatically is through observation (Sandberg, 2005).  With 
regards to this study, the researcher was teaching in an EFL environment and made 
personal observations of how EFL students experience information literacy. The 
observations were used to inform the research process. Sandberg (2005) also argues 
that the most extensive way to validate interpretations pragmatically is to use them in 
practice. Phenomenography allows researchers to gain insights into the experiences 
of information literacy and put the findings into practice. An information literacy 
framework for EFL students was developed as part of this research and it is 
recommended that this framework be used to develop information literacy 
curriculum for EFL and ESL students. It is further recommended that this framework 
be evaluated to test the effectiveness of using this framework in teaching information 
literacy to EFL or ESL students.  
Ethics 
Ethical clearance was applied for and obtained from the Queensland University of 
Technology.  Ethics approval from the higher education institution in the UAE to 
interview students was also received. Both of these ethics approvals were contingent 
on maintaining confidentiality of records and gaining informed consent from the 
participants. An information sheet and informed consent letter was approved by both 
QUT and the higher education institution in the UAE. (See Appendix D) 
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Conclusion 
This chapter has given an overview of the research methodology for this research. 
This research used phenomenography to investigate EFL students’ experiences of 
information literacy. Phenomenography has been used as a research approach in 
education to explore students’ experiences of and approaches to learning and has 
recently been used in the information science field to explore students’ experiences 
of information literacy. This chapter gave an overview of the pilot study and 
reflection on interviews conducted with EFL students, including factors that 
impacted on the interviews such as the language and educational backgrounds of the 
students. This research will contribute new phenomenographic perspectives about 
information literacy in an EFL educational environment to the fields of library and 
information science, education and phenomenography. 
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Chapter 4:  Findings 
Introduction  
 
 
The following chapter outlines the findings of the research. The first section gives a 
brief overview of the categories revealed through the findings. Each category and its 
components are then explored. This includes the referential and structural aspects of 
each category, the how and what aspects of each category and the dimensions of 
variations across the categories. The chapter concludes by outlining the outcome 
space. This chapter provides the answer to the research question: How do EFL  
students experience information literacy?  
 
Phenomenographic analysis of how EFL students in this study experienced 
information literacy revealed a framework of four categories. The four categories 
reflected the students’ experiences of information literacy while they were 
completing a research project. The project involved doing both primary and 
secondary research. The students’ experience of information literacy was categorised 
into four distinct categories. Each offers an insight into how EFL students in this 
context experienced information literacy.  These categories were: Process, Quality, 
Language and Knowledge. The data also revealed that EFL students had varying 
experiences of information and learning across all four categories. As EFL students, 
these experiences of information literacy were experienced in the context of studying 
in English in a Western style education system in their own country where Arabic is 
their first language. The findings show that this educational context and language had 
an impact on their experiences of information literacy, especially on how they find, 
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evaluate, read and translate information. The following is a short summary for each 
qualitatively distinct category.  
 
Category 1: Information literacy is experienced as a process.  
 
In this category students were following a series of steps to complete parts of their 
project. The students’ experience of information literacy was a methodical step by 
step process.  In this category, students were often following steps taught to them by 
faculty and librarians and they also preferred this methodical approach where they 
complete one step of the process then move on to another step in the process. 
Information is this category was also seen objectively as information sources are 
seen as a way to plan the project and choose a topic. Searching for information was 
seen as a step in the process, a step that has been directed to them by the teacher. 
They therefore saw information objectively as a way to complete parts of their 
project. 
 
Category 2: Information literacy is experienced as identifying relevant and reliable 
information.  
 
In this category students’ experience of identifying relevant and reliable information 
was informed by project requirements and initially on teacher led instruction or 
recommendations. Students were learning why they needed to use relevant and 
reliable information and how to identify it and as a consequence they were learning 
relevant information that was related to their topic. In this category, the students used 
particular criteria to identify reliable information such as authority and they felt that 
information in English was more reliable. They also experienced a lack of access to 
 Chapter 4: Findings 125 
relevant information on local topics and issues. In this category, the students’ view of 
information was subjective. They had varying views on what information sources 
were the most relevant and reliable. Some of these views were internalized and self-
directed as they were subjectively using certain criteria to identify quality sources. 
Some of these views of what is a reliable source are directed to them by teachers and 
librarians, again a subjective view provided from an external source.  
 
Category 3: Information literacy is experienced as applying techniques to use 
information across languages. 
 
This category focused on the students’ experience of language while completing their 
research project. Students’ experience of information literacy included reading, 
understanding, and organizing information in English and sometimes translating 
between the two languages. In this category, students applied various techniques or 
strategies to how they read, understood, organised and translated information. Often 
these techniques were taught to them, however, they also adapted them to suit their 
own learning styles. Students in this category preferred to read and use information 
in English. There are a number of reasons for this including the logical reason that 
they were conducting their research project in English. In their experience, 
translating from Arabic to English would have taken too much time when they could 
have just translate specific words in English in order to understand their meaning. 
Students were also afraid of making mistakes when translating and changing the 
meaning of words and concepts if they translated from Arabic to English. In this 
category students’ view of information was subjective and influenced by their ability 
to read and understand information in English. Students chose to read specific 
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sources or parts of sources based on their perception of the level of difficulty in 
reading and understanding information in English. 
 
Category 4: Information literacy is experienced as acquiring knowledge on topics 
and issues. 
 
In this category, information was viewed as an abstract concept as students saw 
information in a collective way and as a way to learn about topics and issues. The 
students in this category saw information as a way to stay informed and keep others 
informed about topics and issues that were relevant to them. Students in this category 
were also motivated to apply what they have learnt in real life situations such as the 
workplace and teaching practice. In this category students were more concerned with 
using information to learn and acquiring knowledge rather than using information as 
part of the process of completing their research project.  
 
The following table provides a definition for the components of the categories.  
 
Referential Aspect (Meaning) The overall meaning attributed to the 
category.  
Structural Aspect (Structure of 
Awareness) 
What is in focus in the foreground, 
background and margin of the students’ 
awareness. Our awareness has a structure 
to it. Certain things come to the fore, and 
are figural (or thematised) in our 
awareness whereas other things recede 
into the background of focus, making 
them tacit or unthematised. 
‘How’ and ‘What’ Aspects of 
Information Literacy 
The ‘how’ aspect consists of two parts, 
the act and the indirect object of this act, 
the intention behind the act or the 
capability the act is aimed at. The ‘what’ 
aspect is the intended object that this act 
or process is focused on. This is referred 
to as the direct object.  
Dimensions of Variation The variations are experienced by certain 
phenomenon between the categories of 
description. These variations run through 
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all of the categories, but are experienced 
in qualitatively different ways. The 
variations EFL students experienced 
across the categories in this research 
were information and learning.  
Table 5 Definitions for the components of the categories 
 
Category 1 – Process 
In this category students experienced information literacy as a process. The students’ 
experience was very methodical and systematic and every stage or part of the 
research, whether searching, planning or writing the literature review, was 
approached in a methodical process where they are following a series of steps. 
Students were following a series of steps to complete the parts of their project. The 
steps were often taught to them by faculty or librarians. This category also intersects 
with the quality and language category as students also followed a certain process or 
method when they were finding relevant and reliable information and reading and 
translating information.  
 
The following quotation illustrates the meaning associated with this experience: 
 
I just focus on one thing and start searching for it and then when I’m 
done I start searching for something else. Sometimes I keep the same 
article and I use it for something else, but I have to finish part by part 
which is better for me. (Student 4, page 3) 
Structure of Awareness 
 
In this category, students were focused in the foreground on the steps of the process 
and then in the background on what the actual parts of the process are that they 
needed to complete. On the margin of awareness was completing the project. In this 
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category, the students were focused on completing specific parts of the project, for 
example, the proposal or literature review. They were focused on completing these 
parts one by one but were not aware of the project as a whole. They were not focused 
on completing the project, only on completing the parts. Even though there was a 
lack of awareness of completing the whole project, they are by default completing 
the whole project by completing the parts. The outline of the project was given to 
them in parts and as a consequence they never focus on the project as a whole and it 
is always on the margin of their awareness. In this quote, we can see that the student 
was focused in the foreground on the steps of the project and then in the background 
on the actual parts of the project like the proposal and the literature review. 
 
First for the project, there are steps. First we did the proposal where we 
wrote about what is our project about what we a going to do in the other 
parts, for example, we did the literature review. (Student 21, page 1) 
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Figure 2 depicts the structure of awareness for this category. 
 
 
Figure 2 Category 1 - Structure of awareness 
 
How and What Aspects of Information Literacy 
In this category, the ‘How’ was following steps (act). The intention behind this act 
was to find and use information in order to complete parts of the project (indirect 
object). The ‘What’ object or focus of the experience was completing the parts of the 
project (direct object). In this category, the students were following a series of steps 
in order to complete the parts of the project. Information is part of this process. The 
students followed a series of steps to find information and also followed a series of 
steps or a process that included using information to complete different parts of their 
project. Students followed the steps of the project that has been given to them in the 
project brief or outline. In this quote, the student described how she followed a series 
of steps or a process to completing parts of the project and how she used information 
in each part.  
 
As I said my project there was many parts. The first part was the 
proposal, I didn’t use many information, I just mentioned what kind 
Margin
Background
Foreground
• Completing 
the project
• Parts
• Steps
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of resources I am going to use and who are the people I am going to 
interview, the student and so on. Part A. I just submitted which I 
wrote about the literature review, where I write the articles and the 
books and the magazines and newspaper and I wrote the similarities 
and difference between each author and what is their view about it, 
then I did the Part A which was writing in depth about the problem 
that I found out, writing about what is similar between the interviews 
that I did and the literature review and also the focus group as well 
and what is the main issue that we have. (Student 21, page 3) 
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Figure 3 depicts the ‘How’ and ‘What’ aspects of information literacy for this 
category. 
 
 
 
Figure 3 Category 1 - How and what 
 
Dimensions of Variation 
 
The following section outlines the dimensions of variations that occurred in the 
process category. Two dimensions of variations were revealed: Information and 
Learning. Within the information dimension there were two aspects to the variations. 
They were information sources and using information. The learning dimension also 
had two aspects: the approach to learning and the object of learning. 
Information 
 
There were two aspects to the information dimension; the information sources 
themselves and how information was used. Searching for information formed part of 
the process the students were following to complete the parts of the project. The 
students were learning the steps involved to find information sources and were 
Category 1 
Process 
How What 
Act 
Following steps 
 
Find and use 
information  
Parts of the project 
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learning how to use information to complete parts of their research project.  
Information in this category was also seen objectively as information sources were 
seen as a way to plan the project and choose a topic. Searching for information was 
seen as a step in the process, a step that has been directed to them by the teacher. 
They therefore saw information objectively as a way to complete parts of their 
project.  
Information Sources 
 
 
Information sources were seen as a step in the process. Students described searching 
and finding information sources as a step in the process. They were being informed 
by teachers and librarians on which types of information sources to use and the steps 
to finding them. In this dimension, students also described the steps they followed 
and what were the most beneficial ways for them to find information sources. The 
students also described which information sources were most useful to use for each 
part. 
 
In this quote, the student followed the steps the teacher has shown them to find 
information sources and the student then went on to search for information on her 
own. She has been informed about which types of information sources she should 
search for.  
First as I said our teacher helped us to learn what kinds of things 
we could do and where we could find our information. Secondly I 
studied by my own like searching the web looking for books, 
magazines, journals and so on to see what do people think about it. 
Also I did an interview with some leaders who works in the workforce. 
(Student 21, page 2) 
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Students found information sources by following a series of steps as seen here in this 
quote. 
 
The steps. I went to the library first and I searched for books. We 
first search on the library here at the College and I use the internet to 
find the information and I found information in the library books and 
research reports. (Student 5, page 2) 
 
Students were also finding information sources through focusing on one step or 
finding one information source at a time. At this stage of the research process, they 
were only focused on finding the information using a step by step approach. They 
were not yet using the information sources to analyse or evaluate information.  
 
I just focus on one thing and start searching for it and then when 
I’m done I start searching for something else. Sometimes I keep the 
same article and I use it for something else, but I have to finish part 
by part which is better for me. (Student 4, page 3) 
 
In this quote, the students decided which information source would be the most 
useful to use for each part. The student was following a systematic process that 
involves separating out the parts and the information that she used for each part.  
 
So first I decided I would probably be using two books, two internet 
websites, probably I would use a journal or maybe an Encyclopedia. 
So after I have read all the questions, I thought maybe what is the 
part that I would probably need to look for a book from it, and what 
part it probably would be easier for me to look through the internet 
and that’s how I started to divide it and then I went by each 
question, each requirement, and tried to finish it and finally to modify 
it, to add more quotations or take off some quotations.  (Student 7, 
page 1) 
 
Using Information 
 
 
Information was used in this category to complete parts of the research process they 
have been directed to complete, but students also experienced difficulties with how 
 Chapter 4: Findings 134 
to use information in some parts of the research. The students were following the 
steps to complete the research process and were using information in each step. The 
object or goal for the students was to complete the parts of the research project. In 
order for the students to complete their research project, they needed to complete the 
parts of the project, the actual content. The students were using the information 
sources to plan the research or complete the proposal.  
 
In this quote, we see the more step by step approach to using information to complete 
parts of the research. 
 
 
I started reading the questions and start analysing the questions, 
relating them to what we have studied in this subject. So after 
analysing them I started doing a brainstorm, what should I do in the 
first question, how the answer should be, and how should I 
paraphrase the answer. (Student 13, page 1) 
 
 
Here the student explained her process of collecting information and then completing 
certain parts of the project and how she used the information to link the parts 
together. 
I collected the information and then I put everything in the right 
place and then I analysed the information that I got and I linked 
them to the literature review because this Part A and report Part A 
and literature review are linked together and I found many things 
that are related together and I said them in the report. (Student 20, 
page 3) 
 
In this quote, the student described the analysis stage of the research and the 
difficulty she had processing a lot of information, then using it in the analysis.    
 
We are now in sorting and analysing stage of the research. I think 
this is the hardest. This is the hardest one because you have a lot of 
information and you must judge what you wrote to just absorb or 
take what is, and then I must extend these ideas in a discussion and 
compare it with my group or with my team in working and the 
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different variables and the different things that we face it in our 
experience may impede us to have quality of data and this is the 
problem that we are working now to fix it ah to keep our variables 
meaningful and a little similar to each other. (Student 23, page 2) 
 
In this quote, the student described which information she used in which steps of the 
process. 
 
As I said my project there was many parts, the first part was the 
proposal. I didn’t use many information, I just mentioned what kind 
of resources I am going to use and who are the people I am going to 
interview, the student and so on. Part A I just submitted which I wrote 
about the literature review, where I write the articles and the books 
and the magazines and newspaper and I wrote the similarities and 
difference between each author and what is their view about it. Then 
I did the Part A which was writing in depth about the problem that I 
found out, writing about what is similar between the interviews that I 
did and the literature review and also the focus group as well and 
what is the main issue that we have. (Student 21, page 3) 
 
Here the student was using information to make a decision on which research 
question to choose. The content of their proposal was informed by what information 
sources they could find and the information contained within them.  
 
As for the proposal we have first to think of the question and whether 
we can find information about it or not. If there is information I 
check in the internet and in the libraries and if there is available 
information I proceed, because the research, I had maybe three or 
four topics that I wanted to make a research, and the best one which 
I chose, was maybe the one that I can cover it from the fully angles. 
(Student 25, page 1) 
 
Here the student chose the research topic, then searched to see if she could find 
relevant information about the topic. Again she was using information to plan and 
complete her proposal.  
 
 Because I didn’t want to be stuck in the process of research so 
therefore I chose the perception of management of the Emiratis so I 
did a little bit Google, if there is some information, and I found some 
interesting data. I didn’t read all of them but it give me a way to 
choose between all of the headings provided. (Student 22, page 1) 
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In this quote the student described the analysis part of the research project. The 
student was using the information from the interviews to complete this part of the 
project. The student also mentioned that they were required to use information in the 
writing part of the process.  
 
So I have found a HR manager and he answered me the questions and 
after sending the questions I started reading the questions and start 
analysing the questions, relating them to what we have studied in 
this subject. So after analysing them I started doing a brainstorm, 
what should I do in the first question, how the answer should be, and 
how should I paraphrase the answer of the HR manager, so I started 
writing my own information and then apply the knowledge or 
theories that we have taken in this subject precise and we were 
required to add additional resources, we should use books, articles, 
like from twitter, doing an interview, anything. (Student 13, page 1) 
 
Learning 
 
There were two aspects to the learning dimension, the approach to learning and the 
object of learning. The students’ approach to learning in this category was to follow 
the steps to complete parts of the project. For most students, some parts of the project 
such as writing a literature review were a new learning experience. The object of 
learning in this category was to learn how to complete parts of the research project.  
Approach to Learning 
	
Students were following steps on how to complete a research project. This was very 
clear cut and is a more surface approach to learning. The approach was simply to 
follow the steps they needed to take in order to complete the project. In this category 
students’ learning experience was not self-directed and they must follow the steps in 
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order to complete parts of the project. The students described this experience as a 
very methodical process, where they outlined the steps in the process. Although it is 
a more surface approach to learning it was still a learning experience, as they needed 
to learn the steps of the research process. In most cases, this was the first time the 
students had done some parts of the research such as a research proposal or literature 
review and thus the lead and follow approach in this theme was a necessary part of 
the learning experience. The students started to experience a deeper approach to 
learning once they start completing the parts of the project. 
 
In these quotes, the students described their approach to learning which was to 
follow the steps that were given to them in order for them to complete the parts of the 
research project. It was a systematic approach to learning, where the students are 
simply following the process they had been directed to use.  
 
 There were a couple of stages, like we have to do the proposals and 
then the literature review, lots of searching like works online and 
then it comes like to do interviews and  survey. (Student 18, page 1) 
 
First of all I did a proposal, then was the literature review, and now 
I’m doing the recom, no ah I did the results after collecting the 
information from the interviews and surveys and now I’m going to 
do the recommendation part, implementing the recommendations. 
(Student 17, page 1) 
 
First for the project, there are steps. First we did the proposal where 
we wrote about what is our project about what we a going to do in the 
other parts, for example, we did the literature review. (Student 21, 
page 1) 
 
First we do the proposal, then the literature review, then we did like 
Part A, it’s about take the differences between the literature review 
and the primary and getting the best solutions in the recommendation 
and for the next step we will do Part B. It’s about how we will apply 
these solutions. We will do a plan. (Student 11, page 4) 
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Here the student described how the research proposal was a new learning experience 
for her.  
 
We did this research in three stages. First stage it was really difficult 
on me because I studied Electronics Engineering and I am now 
doing my Bachelor in Business Management so it is totally different. 
The first, it was a research proposal, it was really something new 
and difficult for me to do and then the next stage was the literature 
review, it was a little bit easier and today we are submitting the 
report, and really I do it in two days because it was really easy for 
me. (Student 26, page 2) 
 
Here the student again described how a part of the process was a new experience. 
  
The abstract was first time for me to write an abstract to keep it 
short and simple because I usually write complex sentences. It’s like 
toward the summary of the research itself and then ah then I have 
written about the Christianity about what do they believe about end of 
the world and then I have explained in-depth related to this event and 
then for the global warming what the type of effects that might happen 
which lead to the end of the world and then I have wrote about …  
(Student 28, page 1) 
 
Object of Learning 
 
The object of learning was learning how to complete the parts of the research project. 
Their learning experience was that they are learning how to do something; in this 
case research. The object of learning was very focused on the ‘how’ of the learning 
experience.  
 
In this quote, the student’s object was to learn how to complete the literature review. 
The object of their learning was to find out the steps and stages of doing a literature 
review.  
 
We read a lot of articles on the internet on how we start doing 
literature review, how we start doing literature review, what are the 
step and the stages and what we are doing after literature review, the 
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next stage, that implementing our question research and then the 
result. (Student 15, page 1) 
 
Again the student described that the object of their learning was to learn how to do 
part of the project. They used the word ‘how’ when they described their learning 
experience. The object was to learn how to do a part of the research project, in this 
case the literature review.  
 
Literature review also, we started with the proposal, then we moved 
to the literature review, how to read books and how to collect 
information that could reveal evidence that we entered the private 
sectors and also we are working in Part A. No we done from Part A 
from the report and we are working under Part B. Part B is about 
recommendation. (Student 20, page 1) 
 
In this quote, the object of learning was to find articles or learn how to find 
information. The student had followed the steps the librarian showed her and found 
academic articles through following these steps.  
 
Well first we search about the articles at the beginning for the 
literature review. We search for academic articles in the database. 
(the librarian) help us how to find the articles, that really help us. 
After (the library) lesson we found maybe nine more academic 
research that help us, also in the magazines, books. (Student 16, 
page 1) 
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Overview of Category 
 
Table 6 provides a summary of Category 1, where information literacy is 
experienced as a process. 
 
 Category 1 – Process  
Key Quote “I just focus on one thing and start searching for it and then 
when I’m done I start searching for something else. 
Sometimes I keep the same article and I use it for 
something else, but I have to finish part by part which is 
better for me”. (Student 4, page 3) 
Meaning Information literacy is experienced as a process. 
In this category the students’ experience was very methodical and 
systematic and every stage or part of the research, whether 
searching, planning or writing the literature review, was 
approached in a methodical process where they were following a 
series of steps. 
Structure Foreground: Steps. 
Background: Parts, e.g., literature review. 
Margin: Completing the project. 
How Following steps. (act) 
Find and use information. (indirect object) 
What Parts of the project. (direct object) 
Information Information sources 
 Have been instructed on the steps to find information 
sources. 
 Searching for sources is a step in the process. 
 Different information sources useful for different parts. 
 View of information sources is objective. 
Using information 
 Using information in the parts of the project – proposal, 
literature review, analysis stage. 
 Part of the planning stage. 
Learning Approach to learning 
 Following the steps to complete parts of the project. 
 New learning experience. 
 Surface approach. 
 Methodical/Systematic. 
 Directed. 
Object of learning 
 Learning how to complete parts of the project: e.g. how to 
search, how to write a literature review. 
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 New learning experience  
Table 6 Overview of category 1 
 
Category 2 – Quality 
In this category, students’ experienced information literacy as identifying relevant 
and reliable information. The importance of identifying and using relevant and 
reliable information was emphasized due to project requirements and teacher led 
instruction or recommendations to use relevant and reliable information. Students 
were learning in this category why they needed to identify and use relevant and 
reliable information and what is relevant and reliable information. The students as a 
consequence learnt relevant and reliable information about their research topic and 
used this information to prove their findings and produce an academically reliable 
paper. Although initially directed to use academic information, the criteria or reasons 
they used to evaluate information were often self directed. There was an emphasis in 
this category on two evaluation criteria in particular, authority and accuracy and a 
perception that English information sources were more authoritative than Arabic 
sources. In this category, the students also experienced a lack of access to 
information on local topics and had varying experiences on which information 
sources they used to identify relevant information.  
 
The following quotations illustrate the meaning associated with this experience: 
 
Relevant information: 
 
I searched on the website for books that are available on the social 
media and the workplace or social media in organisations, something 
like that so I can get results that are relevant so I got some results that 
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were relevant because books they are generalized. They do not give 
you the specific information you want so I went off to look at journals, 
online journals, the online journals are also mentioning these 
information but still I had to specify what I am looking and even read 
through it again to ensure that this is really what is linked to my 
research question. (Student 12, page 1) 
 
Reliable information: 
 
I would consider it as unreliable resources because there wasn’t any 
academic writing on them. They were like more casual people, more 
like blog style, something like that so we can’t expect it all be reliable. 
Well, at first we want to produce a highly ethical academic paper and 
since this one won’t be graded at the college alone it will be viewed 
as an like realistic research paper, should be highly academic 
therefore we were trying as much as possible to find resources that 
are academically reliable. (Student 22, page 1) 
 
Structure of Awareness 
 
The main focus for the students in this category was relevant and reliable 
information. In the background of their focus was the research topic and evaluation 
criteria. Their focus was on finding or identifying relevant and reliable information 
about the topic. The students were also focused on relating relevant information 
sources to each other and relating relevant information from the information sources 
to their primary data. This focus on identifying relevant and reliable information was 
often a focus due to the requirements of the project and was often initially teacher 
directed. In the background of their focus was the research topic and evaluation 
criteria. The students were focused on finding relevant and reliable information on 
their research topic, therefore, the actually topic for which they were trying to 
identify information is always in the background of their focus. Evaluation criteria 
such as authority and accuracy were also in the background of their awareness as the 
students mention these criteria as reasons for choosing information on their topic. 
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They were therefore focused on using these criteria when deciding on the reliability 
of information. The students were also focused in the background on evaluation 
criteria because the research project requirements were to use academic sources and 
it was important that their research project was academically reliable and included 
research that supported their ideas. Although initially directed to use academic 
information, the criteria or reasons they used to evaluate information was often self 
directed. On the margin of their awareness was practical applications for using 
information. Students were focused on identifying relevant and reliable information 
that was related to their topic so that their project was considered to be academically 
reliable. They were not as concerned in this category with using this information 
beyond the completion of the project and the classroom in a real life situation. 
Students were concerned in this category with making sure their project met 
academic standards and using information to support their own research rather than 
how they could apply what they have learnt in the future, for example, in further 
education or the workplace.  
 
As you can see from this quote the student was focused on identifying reliable 
information on her topic and was using criteria to evaluate the information.  
 
We used the library, the college library, like we search for the books 
that we want, we go to the library databases and find some journals 
and it’s good for us because it’s academic and reliable. We can rely 
on them, it’s written by the education people. (Student 29, page 2) 
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Figure 4 depicts the structure of awareness for this category. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4 Category 2 - Structure of awareness 
 
How and What Aspects of Information Literacy 
 
In this category, the students were identifying relevant and reliable information. The 
‘How’ was identifying (act) and the indirect object was relevant and reliable 
information. The students were identifying relevant and reliable information and then 
relating relevant information sources together and relating relevant and reliable 
secondary data to their primary data. The ‘What’ direct object or focus of the 
experience was finding relevant and reliable information. This was the object or goal 
due to project requirements to find and use relevant and reliable information related 
to their research topic.  
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Figure 5 depicts the ‘How’ and ‘What’ aspects of information literacy for this 
category.  
 
 
Figure 5 Category 2 - How and what  
 
Dimensions of Variation  
 
The following section outlines the dimensions of variations that occurred in the 
quality category. Two dimensions of variations were revealed: Information and 
Learning. Within the information dimension there were two aspects to the variations. 
They were information sources and using information. The learning dimension also 
had two aspects: the approach to learning and the object of learning. The dimensions 
of variations were also divided into the two subcategories: relevant information and 
reliable information.  
 
 
 
Category 1 
Quality 
How What 
Act 
Identifying 
 
Relevant and reliable 
information  
Finding relevant and 
reliable information 
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Information 
 
Within this category, we can see how students used information to identify relevant 
and reliable information. Students used information to link relevant information to 
their research topic and link information together in their report. They were also 
learning about the importance of using academic information. Students also 
experienced a lack of access to relevant information on local topics and had certain 
perceptions on the quality of Arabic information. In this category, the students’ view 
of information was subjective. They had varying views on what information sources 
were the most reliable and relevant, for example, views on the reliability of English 
versus Arabic sources. Some of these views were internalized and they were 
subjectively using certain criteria to identify quality sources. Some of these views of 
what is a reliable source were directed to them by teachers and librarians, again a 
subjective view provided from an external source.  
Subcategory a: Relevant Information 
 
In this subcategory, students were identifying information sources to find relevant 
information about their research topic. They had varying experiences of which 
specific information sources they felt contained relevant information. Some students 
felt that books held the most relevant information whereas others felt that journal 
articles had specific information related to their topic. Students also searched for 
multiple information sources in order to link information between information 
sources and used information sources to link to other sources of information. 
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Information Sources 
 
Students had varying experiences of which specific information sources contained 
relevant information. Regardless of which information source they identified as 
having relevant information, they were focused on finding relevant information for 
their topic. In the students’ experience there was also a lack of access to relevant 
information sources on local topics and access to information in Arabic.  
 
Here the student identified journals as being the best source for relevant information, 
as, in her experience, books were too general.  
 
The searching we had to specify it because if I just search social 
media it will not give me the specific result that I want so I searched 
on the website for books that are available on the social media and 
the workplace or social media in organisations, something like that so 
I can get results that are relevant. So I got some results that were 
relevant because books they are generalized, they do not give you 
the specific information you want so I went off to look at journals, 
online journals. The online journals are also mentioning these 
information but still I had to specify what I am looking and even read 
through it again to ensure that this is really what is linked to my 
research question. (Student 12, page 1) 
 
On the other, hand this student’s experience was that books contained the relevant 
information she needed on her topic.  
 
Reading books, we collected books about our main topic and we 
opened, we had an experience about the books and we have more 
information about something that related to our country and related 
to our nations and citizens in the private sector and we figure out the 
main problems because, before I make this project or this topic, I 
didn’t have any background for the main problem. (Student 20, page 
2) 
 
Here the student found relevant information about a local topic in newspapers and 
magazines as these sources contain information about local topics.  
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Journals I use from the newspapers, since recently now they are 
writing about why Emirati do not apply to the private sector, so I’m 
taking their quote from the journal. Magazines also I use for the 
private sector because there was a magazine, business magazine talks 
about the private sector, what do they provide, so I get some ideas 
about it, so I try to use many resources as much I could for my 
research. (Student 21, page 1) 
 
Here the student outlined her experience of not being able to find relevant local 
information on her topic. She also commented on her preference to search for 
information sources in English.  
 
Our learning is in English, that’s why we are searching about articles 
in English and we are studying in English, that’s why. Also in the 
UAE culture there are no many research about comic and we don’t 
know if it’s Ok to translate Arabic words in English in writing 
literature review and we didn’t find any relevant, I think none of 
them did about comic.  (Student 15, page 3) 
 
Here again the student outlined the difficulty she had in accessing relevant 
information sources on her topic, which was about a local issue in business.  
First the topic is too hard, since there is no any journals about it 
and books talking about specifically about why Emiratis do not 
apply to the private sector so I tried to look in a general way, for 
example, the role of leadership in the society and what they could do> 
So I look at several book in the ILC, and also I have books at home in 
our small library. (Student 21, page 1) 
 
Here the student’s perception was that there is no access to Arabic information in the 
databases. 
 
Maybe because I thought it would be better because I’m writing it in 
English and the database I think doesn’t provide Arabic information 
and that’s why. (Student 17, page 3) 
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Using Information 
 
Students also identified relevant information from information sources and related 
the information from the different sources together. Students also linked relevant 
information to their topic. Students also collected and linked relevant information 
from primary and secondary sources. Here the students were being more analytical 
about the relevant information they were using in their project.  
 
Here the student explained how she combined the relevant information she found in 
books. 
 
For the sources I used two books, because I felt maybe there would 
be different stories about the experiments that she had made, so I 
wanted to write the information correctly, and for that I have used two 
books to see what is mentioned inside these books and try to 
combine the information and put it into a paragraph. (Student 7, 
page 1) 
 
Here again the student explained her experience of relating information from 
different sources together.  
 
The literature review, as I mentioned, I used the resources that I got 
to know what the view of the authors about the situation that we are 
doing since I used newspapers, also there were some interviews with 
student about the case so I took the information and tried to relate 
each information from each resource together to know what are 
their view, the similarities and what are the differences between the 
views between each resource. (Student 21, page 2) 
 
Here the student explained that finding the relevant information needed within 
information sources was difficult and in her experience relating this information to 
the topic involved critical thinking.  
 
It wasn’t easy, because the information, it will not give you the 
direct answer, you have to figure that out, you have to link it with 
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your topic, to use your critical thinking to do that, so it takes time. 
(Student 3, page 2) 
 
Here the student explained the importance of only using relevant information she had 
gathered from her primary data.  
 
I write what the employee said to me or what the manager said to me 
and I say if it is relevant or not because I wrote it whole once again in 
English, then I show if it is relevant, what they say, is it relevant to my 
topic or not. Then I wrote what is relevant to my topic and I linked it 
also with some question from the survey because somehow I can 
link it because it is possible so I linked it with it. (Student 12, page 3) 
 
Here the student identified relevant information and used this to relate the 
information to her primary data. In her experience the information in the primary and 
secondary data did not always relate to each other.  
 
I looked for the similarities between what I found in the journals 
and what my organization is doing and even the differences between 
both of them, like for example, the contrast was like in the journals 
and articles mostly all of them, they said that the private sector, they 
are not offering any privileges,  but when I did my survey, I found out 
that all the employees are satisfied with the privileges offered in the 
organization, so it was like the ideas were not matching and were 
different to each other.  (Student 10, page 2) 
 
Here the student explained her difficulty in finding relevant information on local 
topics and how she had to find information on other countries and relate it to her 
topic.  
In UAE, I think there were only three or four studies about this 
topic, and in the literature review we were supposed to have eight I 
think and because of this limited resources we had to find similar 
topics, not all in UAE. I used um study made on Omani’s and also on 
Saudi’s I think. They have the similar problem so I used the authors’ 
ideas and theories. (Student 17, page 1) 
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Subcategory b: Reliable Information 
 
Information Sources 
 
Students chose certain information sources in this subcategory based on their own 
and others views on which sources were reliable and academic. They also used 
criteria to evaluate the sources with a strong emphasis on authority and emphasis on 
the importance on the information being academic. Students also identified that 
English sources were more reliable than Arabic sources.  
 
The students used standard evaluation criteria to identify reliable sources such as 
authority and accuracy. The strongest emphasis was on these two criteria when 
students were evaluating information sources. The students often emphasized that 
certain sources contained facts and were written by educated people.  The students 
did not mention other criteria such as bias.  
 
In these quotes, we can see the students have emphasized that the information 
sources contained facts and were accurate. 
 
Because it help us that the research will be more reliable and 
include some facts, real facts, not something that we can’t depend on 
them. Any other student can use them from their own study. (Student 
29, page 2) 
 
It is accurate that’s why. It’s accurate because of the numbers and 
charts and comparing. (Student 6, page 1) 
 
Here we can see the emphasis on authority and the importance the students placed on 
who wrote the information.  
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When I was finding the website, I was looking if it’s like updated and 
if it has an author because some of the websites doesn’t have an 
author so it might be not that credible source to be using academic 
search. (Student 28, page 2) 
 
I also asked doctors because it will be 100 percent true what they 
will say because they are reliable source. (Student 2, page 3) 
There are some websites that we are sure that it gives the, or the 
name of the author. You can see that it’s not like some one giving his 
opinion or it’s something reliable on something, supported by this 
author, these numbers. (Student 8, page 1) 
 
We used the library, the college library, like we search for the books 
that we want. We go to the library databases and find some journals 
and it’s good for us because it’s academic and reliable. We can rely 
on them, it’s written by the education people. (Student 29, page 2) 
 
Students also identified that in their experience certain sources such as books were 
the most reliable. In these two quotes, the students used these sources because they 
were sure they were reliable and academic. 
 
I tried to avoid blogs because they are probably written by like not 
trusted, not experts. I chose books because I believe they are the 
most trusted source to look for information. (Student 7, page 2) 
I used two, Google Scholar as one. There were articles there and 
showed in the databases, also linked with the college database and of 
course the college database and that’s probably it, online those two 
because I wasn’t sure about other resources, whether they will 
produce an academic papers. (Student 22, page 2) 
 
Students identified English information sources as being of a higher quality than 
Arabic information sources. Their perception of Arabic information sources was that 
they were not as educational or as accurate as English information sources.  
 
I think even if I wrote in Arabic it might not be as good as the 
English written studies. Maybe because the authors who wrote these 
studies are well educated like I found some great articles made by 
professors, made by students who are studying at good universities. I 
think that they also got more exposure to people and also they made 
on a big audience so I think they were better. (Student 17, page 3) 
Yes, we did use articles in English, academic articles, we need to find, 
well it’s easy to find it in English because the Arab are not really 
interested to write, even if we find Arab writing this it will be in their 
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own accent, which is not going to be very helpful in academic 
research. But the English people write it in a way we can use it 
because they collect the facts and everything and they are not only 
depending on the media and the Arab media as you know right now is 
just changing everything. For those kinds of research or case we need 
to find the truth by our self just by interviewing them or by finding a 
really trusted source. (Student 27, page 2) 
 
Using Information 
 
Students identified reliable information and then used it to support their ideas, 
provide evidence and prove their own findings.  
 
In this quote, there was a clear link between reliable information and using it to 
support the student’s ideas. 
 
For the research, to support our ideas, to give a strong result, clear 
information, to support our research. Because the research must be, 
I don’t know, we have to search for useful information to support it, 
to make it good and clear and have the right evidence. (Student 16, 
page 2) 
 
Here again the student used information to provide evidence for her own research.  
 
I found a lot of articles in newspapers but I can’t remember the titles 
and survey that did by doctors from different university and I found 
this research for one who is doing PhD and magazine. I found my 
answers, the questions that I was looking for, I found them. I used 
them as an evidence for my research to tell the audience what I’m 
talking about is true. (Student 26, page 3) 
 
Here the student used reliable information to protect her research from having false 
data.  
 
Because it will protect my research from having false data, also it’s 
safer to depend on the researcher’s point of view instead of normal 
people writing in the internet, social websites like that. (Student 14, 
page 2) 
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Here the student was comparing information from different sources and used the 
information to prove the validity of all the information she has collected.  
  
 The articles, because the people who wrote the articles were saying 
basically the same thing as the interviewee and was giving us some 
interview they did, and the people who did the interview was also 
saying the same thing, so you say, you have to collect all this 
information to see the whole image and all of them was saying the 
same thing, similar to same, so you know it’s like this is like the 
trusted source we can depend on. (Student 27, page 2) 
 
 
Learning 
 
There were two aspects to the learning dimension, the approach to learning and the 
object of learning.  Learning was sometimes teacher led as students learnt how to 
identify reliable information and why they needed to use reliable information. 
Students’ approach to learning was also to use search strategies such as keywords to 
identify relevant information. The object for the students in this theme was to 
identify relevant and reliable information, which led to their goal of producing a high 
quality research. 
Subcategory a: Relevant information 
 
Approach to Learning 
In this subcategory, the approach to learning was to identify relevant information 
through using searching strategies such as using keywords to narrow search results. 
The students saw a clear link between finding relevant information and using the 
most relevant keywords. The students not only used keywords to identify relevant 
information sources, but to identify relevant information within articles.  
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Students in these examples emphasised the importance of using keywords to find 
relevant information.  
 
Here the student explained that she focused on keywords when trying to identify 
relevant information.  
 
The keywords are the three words that you have to put it in your 
mind, then in front of you before you start the article. In my searching 
when I was looking for the article I see if it’s with the preschool if it’s 
related to the literacy and if it’s comic. That’s why I’m searching 
around these three words and that’s what are the common with me in 
the whole literature review, my consideration. (Student 15, page 3) 
 
In this quote, the student explained how she used keywords to eliminate unrelated 
resources. 
 
Well, I typed the keywords, Emirati perspective and try to eliminate 
some resources that weren’t related to my topic. Of course there 
were some interviews that were rewritten as a paper, so those were 
pretty useful and that’s it, it was simple. (Student 22, page 2) 
 
In this quote, the student again explained her experience of how the keywords helped 
her identify the relevant information and how she also used keywords to identify 
relevant information within the article. 
 
Yes, I used keywords more like if I’m talking about human resource 
support. I will write like in the keyword HR like support, HR 
assistant or these things, like keywords that will help me find more 
articles. When I enter the databases and write keywords I see several 
articles from different places and different people writing. Each 
article is different from the other so I start searching for the keywords 
in the articles that is related to my project so this is an easy way to 
help me analyse the articles fast. (Student 13, page 2) 
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Object of Learning 
 
In this subcategory, the object was to find relevant information about the research 
topic. The students’ experience of finding information was through search engines 
and databases. As the object was to find relevant information, the students also 
identified that their goal was to find relevant information and eliminate irrelevant 
information.  Here we can also see that in the students’ experience there was no 
relevant information on the topic in Arabic.  
 
Here the student used Google books as a way to initially identify a relevant source 
and then found this book in the library.  
 
The internet, sometimes I search about book and Google book is 
very useful. I use it to see the book, the topic in the book, then I go 
to the library sometime and found this book. Sometimes I use this 
book in the Google, just that, sometime I use articles from newspaper 
and some company put information about mentor program. That's 
very useful also for me.  (Student 19, page 1) 
 
Here the student found the relevant information she needed through searching on the 
library database.  
 
 
From the library database, I type the main title of our research, then 
maybe I can write like a more specific title, write maybe perceptions 
or end of the world, maybe it will figure out more. I found newspaper 
articles, scholar journal, books, e-book but I didn’t like e-books. 
(Student 30, page 2) 
 
Here the student used search engines to link them to information sources about their 
topic. 
 
But I have used the website as a source which is credible and as I was 
looking through the academic journal I found some sections which 
might be useful but in the end I didn’t get specific information 
which is related to the topic itself so I didn’t use it even though it’s a 
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peer reviewed article. So mostly I got from the book and the website. 
(Student 28, page 2) 
 
Here the student clearly emphasized that if the information was relevant she used it 
and if was irrelevant she didn’t use it.  
 
If it’s related and because when we criticize we look to the general 
and then narrow, narrow, narrow, and that’s why, if it’s relevant to 
this something and that’s what we want to write we get the 
information and if it’s not we didn’t use the information from this. 
(Student 15, page 2) 
 
Here the student explained that in her experience there was no relevant information 
on the topic in Arabic.  
 
I have to do my research in English. It’s easier for me and also it’s 
easier to find information in English on the internet because in 
Arabic you don’t find those subjects. It’s not available in Arabic and 
not up to date, that’s why when you search in English its better. 
(Student 9, page 3) 
 
Again the student explained how her goal was to find relevant information related to 
her topic on a local issue but she had difficulty with this due to cultural differences, 
therefore, her object became to find lots of relevant information on the topic in 
general and relate this information together.  
 
For example, we find an article about comics related to the American 
culture and absolutely American culture is different from Emirati 
culture and when we came to compare the data after we read and 
analyse and summarise, we didn’t benefit from this article because 
we discovered that the information that we get from this there is no 
related to our research topic. The cultural difference, I think here like 
we have native readers culture, but American culture is a culture who 
is willing to read a lot all the categories of people, children, adults, 
all of them and I think this is the gap that we found it in our 
searching and we must search for a lot of articles that we combine 
and connect between them. (Student 23, page 2) 
 
Here the student explained her experience of finding relevant information by 
explaining how she achieved her goal of finding relevant information through 
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reading the article, not just making decisions about relevance based only on the title 
of the article.  
 
The topic that is related to ours, not related what we think is related, 
but even if we think that is related, when we read it we really find 
that it’s really important even if the title was not really clear, like 
only narratives, so we read it and we really find information about it.  
(Student 16, page 3) 
 
Subcategory b: Reliable information 
 
Approach to Learning 
 
Students in this subcategory were learning why they needed to identify reliable 
information and were learning what reliable information is. Initially the approach to 
learning is through teacher instruction due to the requirements of the project to use 
academic information but this approach to learning also led to students learning the 
importance of using reliable information and learning factual information about the 
topic. Their approach to learning was initially directed but became more self directed 
once they started searching for reliable information. 
 
Here we can see two examples of students learning why they need to use reliable 
information and what is reliable information from their teachers.  
 
For the articles, I used the database. We have like a premium section. 
I can’t remember the others, but these are the ones that the teachers 
recommended us to use because they think that like if I did the 
research from Wikipedia or Yahoo, this is not an official resource, so 
they wanted us to use scholarly educational articles. (Student 13, 
page 2) 
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The library databases. It was easy for me and our teacher advised us 
to use it. It is accurate information not from the internet. Anybody 
can write any information. (Student 26, page 2) 
 
Here the student explained that that they were required to use academic information 
and that she didn’t normally use books but as a result of using books she has learnt 
what the benefits are of using reliable information.  
 
Because it’s from the requirement to use it. Usually we don’t use 
books, really, but in this research we should use it, but actually we 
took benefit, huge benefit. Like the information, when you read it 
from a book, it’s not like the websites, websites like people wrote it, 
but from the book you realize its facts. (Student 11, page 3) 
 
Object of Learning 
 
The object or goal in this subcategory was to find reliable information in order to 
produce a quality academic paper. The students clearly saw the importance of using 
reliable information to produce high quality academic research.  
 
 The database we focus on the database because we want only the 
academic research. Because we are studying in academic college so 
we need academic researches and articles to work on it like because 
it’s more like I don’t know the word but we can depend on them. Not 
the others, the others, maybe just one person writes whatever they 
think, but here everything is, has copyright and we depend on it. 
(Student 16, page 2 ) 
 
So that the research would be at an intellectual level and to enhance 
it as a scholarly research, so that’s why we should use the peer 
reviewed academic sources in our research. (Student 28, page 2) 
 
Because I’m doing a Bachelor and my information must be trusted 
and confidential, that’s why I chose an academic not a Wikipedia 
which anyone can edit on it. (Student 25, page 1) 
 
Search, the other problems that I face in my research that ah research 
in comic, research with emotion is not existed and I must to look for, 
if there is rarely I found and I must to look for again quality of 
information. It’s important because I think if I don’t have, if my 
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scaffolding is not strong, my findings and my result will not be data 
quality that I want. (Student 23, page 1) 
 
I would consider it as unreliable resources because there wasn’t any 
academic writing on them, they were like more casual people, more 
like blog style, something like that so we can’t expect it all be reliable. 
Well, at first we want to produce a highly ethical academic paper 
and since this one won’t be graded at the college alone it will be 
viewed as an like realistic research paper, should be highly 
academic. Therefore we were trying as much as possible to find 
resources that are academically reliable. (Student 22, page 1) 
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Overview of Category 
 
Table 7 provides a summary of Category 2, where information literacy is 
experienced as identifying relevant and reliable information.  
 
 Category 2 – Quality  
Key Quote Relevant information 
“I searched on the website for books that are available on the 
social media and the workplace or social media in 
organisations, something like that so I can get results that are 
relevant so I got some results that were relevant because books 
they are generalized. They do not give you the specific 
information you want so I went off to look at journals, online 
journals, the online journals are also mentioning these 
information but still I had to specify what I am looking and 
even read through it again to ensure that this is really what is 
linked to my research question.” (Student 12, page 1) 
 
Reliable information 
“I would consider it as unreliable resources because there wasn’t any 
academic writing on them. They were like more casual people, more 
like blog style, something like that so we can’t expect it all be reliable. 
Well, at first we want to produce a highly ethical academic paper and 
since this one won’t be graded at the college alone it will be viewed as 
an like realistic research paper, should be highly academic therefore 
we were trying as much as possible to find resources that are 
academically reliable.” (Student 22, page 1) 
  
Meaning Information literacy is experienced as identifying relevant and reliable 
information.  
In this category, the students identified relevant and reliable 
information and were informed and guided by project and teacher 
requirements. The priority was to identify information. Students’ 
experienced a lack of access to relevant information on local topics and 
there was a perception that English sources are more reliable than 
Arabic sources.  
 
Structure Foreground: Relevant/reliable information. 
Background: Research topic, evaluation criteria. 
Margin:  Practical applications. 
 
How Identifying. (act) 
Relevant and reliable information. (indirect object) 
What Finding relevant and reliable information. (direct object) 
Information Subcategory 1: Relevant 
Information Sources 
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 Varying experiences of identifying relevant types of 
information sources. 
 Lack of access to local information sources.  
 Preference to use English information sources.  
Using Information 
 Relating relevant sources to the topic. 
 Linking or relating between relevant sources. 
 Relating relevant secondary data to primary data.  
 
Subcategory 2: Reliable 
 
Information Sources 
 Choosing sources based on certain evaluation criteria – 
authority and accuracy. 
 Sources in English are perceived to be of higher quality.  
 Certain sources perceived to be more academic or reliable.  
 View of information is subjective. 
Using Information 
 Used to support ideas, evidence, prove findings. 
 
Learning Subcategory 1: Relevant 
Approach to learning 
 Search strategies identify relevant information sources and 
relevant information within sources - keywords, search 
interfaces. 
Object of learning 
 Object to identify relevant information about the topic. 
 Emphasis on differentiating between relevant and irrelevant 
information.  
 Lack of relevant information in Arabic. 
 
Subcategory 2: Reliable 
Approach to learning 
 Learning why they need to use reliable information. 
 Learning what is reliable information.  
 Initially teacher directed/required. 
 Learning accurate information about the topic. 
Object of learning 
 Object/goal to produce high quality research. 
Table 7 Overview of category 2 
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Category 3 – Language 
In this category, students experienced information literacy as applying techniques to 
use information across languages. This category in particular focused on the impact 
of language on the students’ experience of information literacy. EFL students’ 
experience of information literacy included reading, understanding, organizing and 
translating English information. Students in this category took a strategic approach to 
how they read and translated information and there is a strong preference to read and 
use information in English for logical reasons as the research was being conducted in 
English. Students also preferred translating English words to Arabic due to their 
focus on understanding the meaning of English words. They also believed that they 
would make mistakes in meaning and concepts if they used information in Arabic 
and translated it to English.   
 
The following quotations illustrate the meaning associated with this category. 
 
Reading: 
 
I took the book, I have skimmed between the pages until I reached the 
information that I wanted and then I have tried to know whether I can 
paraphrase the information or quote it to show that I have done a 
good research during the finding and also while I was reading the 
academic journal. Also it was a bit tough for me to look through 
because it’s more complex with new vocab and everything so it was a 
bit difficult. If it’s complex I would rather try to find other sources, 
which might help to overcome the problem that I had while doing the 
research. (Student 28, Page 3) 
 
Translating: 
 
It was all in English, because when I read it in Arabic and translate to 
Arabic it is a bit confusing. So at the beginning I read it in English 
and I read it in English immediately without translating and stuff like 
that. Sometimes I have something in Arabic I try to translate it in 
English, but reading books from Arabic and translating into English, I 
think it is a waste of time. When I read it in English and find some 
difficult words, I translate them, but not for the whole book, because 
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to know how they write in English, to learn skills from writing in 
English and reading in English, rather than in Arabic”. (Student 6, 
page 2) 
 
Structure of Awareness 
 
The main focus for the students in this category was understanding the meaning of 
words and text in English. The students were focused in the background on Arabic 
and the techniques they used to read, understand, organize and translate information 
in English. Students were focused on the meaning of words in English and used 
translators to translate words into Arabic in order to understand meaning. Students 
also preferred to read in English rather than Arabic because of time constraints 
because in their experience translating whole texts to English was too time 
consuming and it was easier to translate hard to understand English words into 
Arabic to understand meaning. Students also chose to read from certain English 
sources they felt were easier to understand or shorter sources and abstracts. Students 
felt that using Arabic information, then translating it to English, would increase their 
chances of making mistakes in meaning and context. As well as Arabic in the 
background of the students awareness were the techniques they used to read, 
understand, organize and translate information in English. Students were aware they 
were using different techniques and described this in a number of ways including 
method, process, strategy and style. On the margin of awareness was relevant and 
reliable information. Students were not as concerned with the reliability of 
information in this category but rather with finding information from sources where 
they can understand the English and the time it took for them to read the sources. 
With regards to the students awareness of relevant information in this category, 
students were only concerned with making sure their understanding of what they are 
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reading in English matches up or is relevant to what they were writing in English. 
Finding relevant information that relates to their topic was on the margin of their 
awareness in this category.  
 
Figure 6 depicts the structure of awareness for this category. 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 6 Category 3 - Structure of awareness 
 
How and What Aspects of Information Literacy 
 
In this category, the ‘How’ was applying techniques (act) to read, understand, 
organise and translate information (indirect object). The ‘What’ or focus was 
reading, understanding, organizing and translating information in English (direct 
object). The students applied certain strategies or techniques to how they read, 
understand, organize and translate information. For example, when translating, 
students used translators and dictionaries in order to understand the meaning of 
words in English. With reading, students applied certain techniques such as scanning 
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and highlighting in order to understand and organize information. The object for the 
students was to read, understand, organize and translate information in English. Their 
project was in English and they preferred to read and use information in English. 
Therefore, their goal was to be able to read and understand this information and they 
do this through a number of techniques.  
 
 
Figure 7 depicts the ‘How’ and ‘What’ aspects of information literacy for this 
category. 
 
 
Figure 7 Category 3 - How and what 
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Language 
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Dimensions of Variation 
 
 
The following section outlined the dimensions of variations that occurred in the 
language category. Two dimensions of variations were revealed: Information and 
Learning. Within the information dimension there were two aspects to the variations. 
They were information sources and using information. The learning dimension also 
had two aspects: the approach to learning and the object of learning. The dimensions 
of variations were also divided into the two subcategories: reading and translating.  
 
Information 
 
Within this category, language played an important part in the students’ relationship 
with information. Students’ logical choice was to choose information sources in 
English as they were conducting their research in English. Students chose 
information sources based on the perceived level of difficulty and length and then 
organized the information that they had understood. Students also preferred to use 
information in English and translate words to Arabic in order to understand meaning, 
as they felt that if they translated from Arabic to English the meaning or context 
would be lost and the process would have also been more time consuming.  In this 
category, students’ view of information was subjective and influenced by their ability 
to read and understand information in English. Students chose to read specific 
sources or parts of sources based on their perception of the level of difficulty in 
reading and understanding information in English. Students were also subjectively 
choosing to use information that they understood.  
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Subcategory a: Reading 
 
Information Sources 
 
 
In this subcategory, students chose certain sources based on a number of criteria 
including the length of the sources and the difficulty in understanding the vocabulary 
and content in the information source. Students also take a surface approach to 
reading information sources.  
 
In this quote, the student explained her difficulty in understanding the vocabulary in 
an academic journal and her preference to find other sources that aren’t as complex.  
 
 While I was reading the academic journal, also it was a bit tough for 
me to look through because it’s more complex with new vocab and 
everything, so it was a bit difficult. If it’s complex, I would rather try 
to find other sources, which might help to overcome the problem 
that I had while doing the research. Mostly it’s the content, maybe the 
vocab we might come across it but the content is the main thing. 
(Student 28, page 3) 
 
Here the student chose to read articles rather than books as she says she didn’t have 
time to read the information in books.  
 
Because I have to copy ideas of authors and compare them, that’s why 
I think and it’s much easier to because we don’t have time, so we 
have to just take the information. So if we use the books we don’t 
have time to read the whole book, so journals are much easier than 
choosing books. (Student 4, page 2) 
 
In this quote, we see the student’s more surface approach to reading information 
sources. Here the student described how she skims the information in the abstract of 
an article or a chapter of a book. Again she mentioned the length of the sources. 
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We can’t read the whole journal, maybe it would long. If it is a book 
it will be I don’t know how many pages. I have only to do skimming 
and see the abstract and write the important points, or in this book 
there is only one chapter that talks about appraisal or motivation or 
how to satisfy employees and make them happy which was under 
motivation. (Student 3, page 2) 
 
Again here the student was skimming abstracts of articles before choosing the most 
useful sources. She also mentioned reading the article quickly before choosing the 
sources, again a more surface approach to reading information sources and choosing 
information sources.  
 
 I Google it, I used the online for searching books, I wrote job 
satisfaction, and I found many books. The first one I saw was the most 
useful for me, this is how I get it. But I read the description, or 
subscript no, abstract something like that, but not for all of them, 
I’m just skimming and I found that the first one is useful because it 
was as I said, happy, no job satisfaction I think. I forgot the name … 
and this is how I get my books. I read it quickly and I saw that the 
first one is the best one. (Student 6, page 2) 
 
 
Using Information 
 
Students organised the information they have read and understood so they could use 
it in their project. The students were organising the information into quotations and 
paraphrases. The students also saw a connection between having a good 
understanding of the information and being able to paraphrase this information and 
the quality of their research.  
 
Here we can see the student’s strategy. They read, understood, then wrote it in their 
own words. The student also highlighted that she was doing this to have a better 
understanding of the topic.  
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 I read the information, understand it and I write it by my own 
words and we should of course put the reference at the end and before 
submitting the report we do the Safe Assign. To have a better 
understanding about the topic.  (Student 26, page 4) 
 
 
Again the student was using information to write quotes and paraphrases. She also 
emphasized that she was writing what she understood from reading it.  
 
 Mostly I read the whole paragraph and then I write what I 
understood from it or what I think the researcher meant when he 
wrote it. Yeh only paraphrasing. Sometimes we take quotes if the 
sentence is not changeable or we can’t change it or we can’t 
paraphrase it, we take small bits but not long paragraphs. (Student 
14, page 4) 
 
Here the student was highlighting vocabulary and paragraphs she has read and then 
organized it in quotes and paraphrases. 
 
 If I got an article, I highlight a paragraph. If it was quotation, I use 
and if it was a information then I paraphrase with my own words 
and I use it in the report and I took the first sentence and I see if it’s 
what exactly this article talk about in each of the section, also 
highlight the strong vocabularies, like that. (Student 30, page 3) 
 
Here the student was skimming for information and emphasizes that using quotes 
and paraphrases show that she had done good research.  
 
 I took the book, I have skimmed between the pages until I reached 
the information that I wanted and then I have tried to know whether 
I can paraphrase the information or quote it to show that I have 
done a good research during the finding. (Student 28, page 3) 
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Subcategory b: Translating 
 
Information Sources 
 
In this subcategory, students chose to use information sources in English. To them 
this was a practical decision as they were doing the research in English.  They 
preferred not to translate from Arabic to English and, as with the quality category, 
there was also in their experience a lack of information sources in Arabic.  
Here the student emphasised her practical reasons for choosing English information 
sources, stating that it was rare for her to need to find information sources in Arabic, 
especially when there were English sources available.  
 
Of course, because we are doing the research in English so it’s 
difficult to read in Arabic and then you are translating in English. 
To save time you read and write what you know, reading in Arabic 
and then, sometimes I do this when I don’t find the information 
needed, but it’s rare.  When you can find it in English, why would 
you? (Student 8, page 2) 
 
Again the student offered practical reasons for using information sources in English. 
  
Yes, they were in English, all in English. The articles, books and 
magazines, newspapers, all of them were in English. Since our 
college here, the system is in English and I should provide the 
resources for my teacher to see what kind of resources I use so that 
she could approve it and also my project will be sent to the 
government so it always should be in English, that’s why. (Student 
21, page 3) 
 
Here the student pointed out that it is easier to use English books and websites and 
then translate them, than looking for Arabic sources, especially as she felt she might 
make mistakes in translating concepts.  
 
Yes, it was in English, because I chose, it is required for us to do our 
research in English, and I thought it would be difficult for me to 
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look for sources, for example in Arabic, because I might make 
mistakes translating these concepts, and also it was actually hard to 
find Arabic books here in the college. Mostly I found English books, 
and it was easier especially the topic I have chosen, there were a lot 
of scientific terms, so it’s hard to translate from Arabic to English, to 
match the words so it was easier for me to just take English books, 
English websites then translate them. (Student 7, page 2) 
 
Here again the student discussed the benefits of using information sources in English 
rather than Arabic because there was more variety of information sources in English.  
  
Because we want to learn more, we need English, so if we took 
articles in Arabic and translate it, I think we will not get any benefit 
you know, but in English we have a variety of resources like the 
whole world, from all countries but in Arabic, it is limited articles. 
(Student 16, page 3) 
 
Using Information 
 
The students were required to conduct their research in English and, in their 
experience, time was one factor they took into consideration when they conducted 
their research. The students experience was that using information in English took 
less time and was easier than using information in Arabic, then translating it, 
therefore, their preference was to use information in English.  
 
In this student’s experience, it was easier and less time consuming to use information 
in English, the original language the research was produced in, than using Arabic 
information and trying to translate it. 
 
 Yes. Because the research that we are writing is in English, that’s 
why and it’s hard to make the work doubled if I search for Arabic 
research, and then I have to translate. It will take a lot of time so it’s 
easier to search in the original language that is going to be used in 
the research. (Student 14, page 4) 
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Again the student emphasized that the process of finding an article in Arabic, 
translating it and rephrasing it would take a long time. 
 
Yes, well the process of finding an article in Arabic then translating 
it and then rephrasing, it will take a longer time and because we 
don’t have as much as we wish, we had to view articles that are in 
English. The final research will be produced in English. (Student 22, 
page 3) 
 
Here the student mentioned that she didn’t have a lot of time to do the research so 
even though she might have learnt more by translating Arabic words to English, she 
would prefer not to translate as this takes a long time.   
 
English, because there is words in Arabic I don’t know how to 
translate in English so it’s ready. It’s translated and then I can use 
them. It’s Okay, that we will learn more but at same time it will take 
long time and because we have a little time for doing the research so 
it will be difficult should I translate it, then write it, it will take a 
long time. (Student 29, page 2) 
 
Here the student acknowledged that as her topic was on a local issue, she would have 
liked to use information from both languages but she did not have the time.  
 
 If I had time I would look in both languages because the problem is 
in UAE so there might be an expert in the UAE who talked about it, 
maybe it would be useful. (Student 22, page 4) 
 
Learning 
 
There were two dimensions to the learning aspect, the approach to learning and the 
object of learning. The approach to learning was to use a variety of reading 
techniques in order to understand information across the two languages, English and 
Arabic. The approach to learning was also to apply techniques to translate words in 
order to understand their meaning. Some of these techniques had been taught to them 
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by teachers and were aimed at students studying IELTS. The students also adapted 
these techniques to suit their own learning styles. The object of learning was to 
understand the information they were reading and to understand the meaning of 
words and text in English. The object was also to use this knowledge to improve 
their research writing skills in English. The students were learning academic English 
in this category through English and translating from reading and translating English.  
Subcategory a: Reading 
Approach to Learning 
 
In the subcategory, the approach to learning was to apply techniques to read and 
understand information. The students have been taught certain approaches or 
techniques to read and understand information, some of which were specifically 
aimed at EFL students taking IELTS exams. The students also adapted these 
techniques to suit their own individual learning styles. The approach also ties in with 
the approach to learning in the process category as they were applying a systematic 
process to how they read, understood and organised information. 
 
Here the student mentioned the strategy she was taught to use which was 
highlighting and categorising information.  
 
It was a strategy that (the teacher) told us like if you have a number 
of research or journals, you have to highlight each category with the 
one colour, like if a couple of references, like has cultural thing, you 
have to highlight the culture in one colour and maybe like opinions 
or statistics in the other colour and that was in order to combine or 
show the agreements or disagreements. (Student 18, page 3) 
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Here the student explained that she used the technique taught to them in IELTS, 
which included scanning for the main points of the article. She also described her 
reading style.  
 
I am scanning more than skimming and um I like to firstly to know 
the key points in the article and I think, that’s what they taught us 
in IELTS, for example, looking at the headings, looking at the 
abstract, the medium of the article, and the power of publication, the 
background of the author, which will give me a prior or a whole 
picture about what’s the article, and then if I need I go to the details 
and read. Also I dislike to read like about the history or something, I 
just want the core of the article. Also my style of reading I like 
highlighting or mapping in the stage of taking notes. (Student 23, 
page 1) 
 
In this quote, the student mentioned the method she uses, which was a systematic 
approach to reading and understanding the information. 
 
The method I use, First I read the journal or any resources. If I 
have any problem with the words something I translate it, then I 
write notes, and put highlight in the word, then I link it with the 
word/work to make it easier, and I put the resource and Work Cited in 
the end of the Word. I use Noodletools. (Student 19, page 2) 
 
Here again the student explained her approach to reading, understanding and 
organizing information, which was in this case to use colour coding.  
 
Well, the process in the literature review we have to do, we’ll view 
an article, we’ll highlight a paragraph or a related point that we 
want to discuss in the research and we take a small note that 
summarise this whole paragraph and the article will be coloured in 
different colouring so it will be simplifying later on, this same will 
happen to other articles and the final step will be to find the same 
colour code that have the same point but different views. (Student 
22, page 3) 
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Object of Learning 
 
The object in this subcategory was to understand the information they were reading 
and the students used a number of techniques to meet this objective. These 
techniques included reading information multiple times in order to understand it, 
asking native speakers and reading information that was written by and for non-
native speakers of English.  
 
In this quote, the student explained how the English on Indian websites were easier 
for her to understand than websites from the US or UK. In her experience, because 
English is also their second language, the language used in these websites was easier 
to understand.  
 
The Indian ones were easier because the language that they use 
were simpler maybe also because also India, their second language 
is also English. Not many people know English so they were using 
like easier language even in the articles that were posted in the Indian 
newspaper or even the website. When you read the information on 
the website you can understand them immediately not like the 
foreign website, like the US or the UK. (Student 1, page 5) 
 
 
In this quote, the student explained that she doesn’t like translating and her style of 
reading was to read the information multiple times in order to understand the 
information and also to ask native speakers the meaning of the text.  
 
Yes, Actually I hate translating because it’s not my style of reading 
but for example, if I have a word like something related to the 
literacy, like metaphor or something like that. I think if I translate it in 
Google, I will not get the right meaning of it because the meaning is 
from the text, not learning. That’s why I must go again and again, 
read and discover what is the meaning, ask native speakers or 
people that who knows and that is what I face in my research. 
(Student 23, page 1) 
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Again in this quote, the student was reading the information multiple times in order 
to understand it.  
 
When I read it, I write it in a note, the information that came up from 
reading this and then I see it again because you know you are just 
writing notes you have to see the thing again to ensure that it is 
relevant so that’s why I read it again, and then I wrote it on the 
computer, but then I found that when I was reading it, there was no 
correlation between what I was writing and what was the book saying 
so I had to read it again to like rephrase my sentence so that it 
matches with what the book is saying. (Student 12, page 4) 
 
 
 
Subcategory b: Translating 
Approach to Learning 
The approach to learning in this subcategory was to apply techniques to translate 
words in order to understand their meaning. The students did this by using 
translators, especially Google translator to translate from English to Arabic. They 
also used dictionaries and ask teachers in order to understand the meaning of words.  
Students used translators, dictionaries and asked teachers to translate words from 
English to Arabic in order to understand the meaning.  
 
Here the student mentioned using a translator and dictionary to find the meaning of 
difficult words.  
 
There were some words, some difficult words that I didn’t hear 
before because English is my second language. It’s not the first 
language so I was using the translator sometimes and the dictionary 
to find the meaning of the words. (Student 1, page 4) 
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Here the student asked the teacher and used a dictionary in order to understand 
difficult words in English.  
 
Yes, First of all it will help me to learn more, for example, if I has 
difficulty to read the research or the book, I can ask more teachers 
or if I found a difficult word, I can use the dictionaries so it will 
increase my knowledge. (Student 29, page 2) 
 
 
Here the student explained the approach of using Google Translate to translate from 
English to Arabic in order to understand the meaning of the words. She also 
mentioned using synonyms and translating those words in order to understand their 
meaning.    
 
 If I don’t understand one word in English, I go to Google translator 
and translate this word, what is the meaning in Arabic, or I try to 
find a synonym for this word in English and if I didn’t understand, I 
will translate. (Student 3, page 1) 
 
This student explained the benefits of using Google Translate as a way of learning 
new words about the topic.  
 
 Also Google translator is very useful. Because some words it’s first 
time to see it and the mentoring program is the first time to search 
about it. I don’t have any idea about this topic so I use Google 
Translate. (Student 19, page 2) 
 
The Object of Learning 
 
The object or goal in this subcategory was to understand the meaning of words and 
text in English, especially academic English. The object in this subcategory was also 
to use this knowledge to improve their research writing skills in English. There was a 
strong preference to translate from English to Arabic as in the students’ experience 
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when they translated from Arabic to English it was difficult to understand the 
meaning or translation.  
 
Here the student described how she learnt new vocabulary in English and wanted to 
use this knowledge to further develop her research writing skills. She also was not 
confident of her ability to translate from Arabic to English. 
  
Yes, because in English for me as a student I can do, know some 
general information to get to know new vocab for myself as a 
researcher in order to develop my research writing in the future and 
um to know what information would be useful or not. The problem 
with the Arabic source is that maybe I might be not that good in 
translating so there might be a risk in reaching the right level of 
writing the research. (Student 28, page 2) 
 
Here again the student’s object was to use English to learn reading and writing skills 
in English. She translated difficult words from English to Arabic. She was also 
emphatic about preferring to read in English and translate from English to Arabic. 
 
 It was all in English, because when I read it in Arabic and translate 
to Arabic it is a bit confusing, so at the beginning I read it in 
English and I read it in English immediately without translating 
and stuff like that. Sometimes I have something in Arabic I try to 
translate it in English, but reading books from Arabic and translating 
into English, I think it is a waste of time. When I read it in English 
and find some difficult words, I translate them, but not for the whole 
book, because to know how they write in English, to learn skills 
from writing in English and reading in English, rather than in 
Arabic. (Student 6, page 2) 
 
 
Here the student’s object was also to learn English, but for a more practical reasons. 
She needed to teach in English for her practicum and learning Arabic words would 
not have been as useful as learning English. 
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Yes, in English. Because I’m studying in English and I have to do 
my research in English also and when we go for teaching, we are 
teaching in English, not Arabic. Because I am already studying in 
English it will be a little bit difficult for me to use these words in 
Arabic, I may forget these words even in Arabic sometimes. So 
because I’m going to teach in English in schools, I need to make it 
in English and I’m sure that another beginner teachers will look at 
my journal or see what I did, they may want to implement also. 
(Student 24, page 3) 
 
Here the student felt that it was meaningless to translate from Arabic to English and 
that if she did translate words, it would be from English to Arabic. 
 
 I don’t like to use Arabic then translate it to English. It’s not good. 
It’s meaningless, I don’t like to use this way to translate something 
from Arabic to English. Maybe I’ll translate English to Arabic, but 
not Arabic to English. (Student 3, page 2) 
 
In this student’s experience, it was difficult to translate from Arabic to English, 
especially as she could not always understand the translation. She also preferred, if 
needed, to translate from English to Arabic.  
 
It was in English because I use in Arabic it will be difficult to 
transfer to English, some words cannot be transferred to English. 
Better to read in English then if I don’t understand I just go to 
translator and just translate the word. Just specific words. If I put all 
it will give me not Arabic. It will give me like Urdu, different. You 
cannot understand the word, even if you read it, not in Arabic. It’s 
going like one word, transfer word to word. It’s hard to transfer into 
Arabic. (Student 5, page 3) 
 
Here the student’s goal was to understand academic English but she had trouble 
achieving this goal, as the literal translation of text was difficult to understand.  
 
 I think the language of the academic journals especially which is 
from like ERIC or these searching engine is very high and I need to 
translate and the literal translate does not help me to understand 
between the text. (Student 23, page 1) 
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Overview of Category 
 
Table 8 provides a summary of Category 3, where information literacy is 
experienced as applying techniques to use information across languages. 
 
 Category 3 – Language 
Key Quote Reading 
“I took the book, I have skimmed between the pages 
until I reached the information that I wanted and then I 
have tried to know whether I can paraphrase the 
information or quote it to show that I have done a good 
research during the finding and also while I was reading 
the academic journal. Also it was a bit tough for me to 
look through because it’s more complex with new vocab 
and everything so it was a bit difficult. If it’s complex I 
would rather try to find other sources, which might help 
to overcome the problem that I had while doing the 
research”. (Student 28, Page 3) 
 
Translating 
“It was all in English, because when I read it in Arabic 
and translate to Arabic it is a bit confusing. So at the 
beginning I read it in English and I read it in English 
immediately without translating and stuff like that. 
Sometimes I have something in Arabic I try to translate it 
in English, but reading books from Arabic and 
translating into English, I think it is a waste of time. 
When I read it in English and find some difficult words, I 
translate them, but not for the whole book, because to 
know how they write in English, to learn skills from 
writing in English and reading in English, rather than in 
Arabic”. (Student 6, page 2) 
 
Meaning Information literacy is experienced as applying techniques to 
use information across languages.  
In this category students applied techniques to how they read, 
understood, organised and translated information. Often these 
techniques were taught to them, however they also adapted them 
to suit their own learning styles. Students in this category 
preferred to read information in English and to translate 
information from English to Arabic in order to understand 
meaning.  
Structure Foreground: Understanding meaning. (English) 
Background: Arabic, Reading techniques. 
Margin:  Relevant & reliable information. 
How Applying techniques. (act) 
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Read, understand, organise and translate information. (indirect 
object) 
What Read, understand, organise and translate information in English. 
(direct object) 
Information Subcategory 1: Reading 
Information Sources 
 Choose sources based on perceived level of difficulty 
and length. 
 Surface reading – Skimming and scanning.  
 View of information is subjective. 
Using Information 
 Use what is understood. 
 Quoting and paraphrasing. 
 How students organise information equates to quality of 
research. 
 
Subcategory 2: Translating 
 
Information Sources 
 Logical – use English sources because studying in 
English and can access information sources in English. 
 Lost in translation - Feel translating Arabic sources will 
result in mistakes in translation and meaning.  
Using Information 
 Preference is to use and translate information in English. 
 Translating in English is less time consuming and easier 
than translating Arabic information.  
Learning Subcategory 1: Reading 
Approach to learning 
 Variety of reading techniques (e.g. highlighting, taking 
notes, reading multiple times) 
 Teacher directed 
 Adapt these techniques to suit their own learning styles. 
 Methodical/Systematic. 
Object of leaning 
 Object is to understand information.  
 
Subcategory 2: Translating 
 
Approach to learning 
 
 Apply techniques to translate words in order to 
understand their meaning. 
 Use translators, dictionaries and people to translate and 
learn English vocabulary.  
 Chapter 4: Findings 183 
Object of learning   
 Object to understand the meaning of text/words. Difficult 
to understand meaning when translating Arabic to 
English.  Preference is to translate from English to 
Arabic.  
 Object is to use this knowledge to improve their research 
writing skills in English. 
Table 8 Overview of category 3 
 
Category 4 – Knowledge 
In this category, students’ experienced information literacy as acquiring knowledge 
on topics and issues. Students were focused on using information to learn about 
topics and saw the benefits of using information to learn new skills. The students also 
used information to stay informed and inform others about issues that were relevant 
to them. In this category, students saw acquiring knowledge from sources as an 
essential part of completing a higher degree and wanted to apply what they have 
learnt in practical situations such as the workplace and teaching practice.  
 
The following quotation illustrates the meaning associated with this experience: 
 
Because it’s an interesting topic and I found it interesting because I 
get to know new information about the Mayan civilization, to get some 
general knowledge and also to be aware of what’s going on around us 
as we are media students so that’s why. Not even as a media student, 
as an individual we like to know more about new information related 
to certain topics. (Student 28, page 1) 
 
Structure of Awareness 
 
In this category, the students were focused in the foreground on the topic they were 
researching. The students were focused on learning about the research topic for a 
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number of reasons including their own interest, to get high grades, to inform others 
about the topic and to apply what they have learnt in practical and local situations. 
The students were focused in the background on the information. To learn about the 
topic, they needed to find and use information from information sources. They also 
saw the benefits of what the information in the information sources could teach them 
about the topic and issues in general. The students saw information sources 
collectively, not individually, and as an important part of increasing their knowledge 
on topics and issues of interest and concern to them. On the margin of the students’ 
awareness were the project requirements. In previous categories, the project 
requirements were always part of their focus and often constrained their experiences 
with information, but in this category they were less concerned with the project 
requirements and more concerned with how they can use information to learn about 
the topic and to learn new skills that would benefit them in the future.  
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Figure 8 depicts the structure of awareness for this category. 
 
 
Figure 8 Category 4 - Structure of awareness 
 
How and What Aspects of Information Literacy 
 
In this category the ‘How’ was using information to acquire knowledge. The 
intention behind this act was to learn about the topic. (indirect object) The ‘What’ or 
focus was learning about a topic. (direct object) In this category students were also 
acquiring knowledge on topics for more reasons than just completing the project. 
They saw acquiring knowledge as part of lifelong learning and wanted to apply what 
they have learnt in practical situations such as teaching practices and the workplace. 
Students were using information from various information sources to learn about 
topics out of interest to learn about new or familiar topics and to stay informed and 
inform others about what they have learnt about the topic. They saw acquiring 
knowledge as an essential part of completing a higher degree. In this category the 
Margin
Background
Foreground
•Projects 
requirements
• Information
• Research 
topic
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students’ information literacy process was to use information to acquire knowledge 
in order to learn about a topic. 
 
Figure 9 depicts the ‘How’ and ‘What’ aspects of information literacy for this 
category. 
 
 
Figure 9 Category 4 - How and what 
 
Dimensions of Variation 
 
 
The following section outlines the dimensions of variations that occur in the 
knowledge category. Two dimensions of variations were revealed: Information and 
Learning. Within the information dimension, there were two aspects to the 
variations. They were information sources and using information. The learning 
dimension also had two aspects: the approach to learning and the object of learning. 
Category 4 
Knowledge 
How What 
Act 
Use information to 
acquire knowledge 
 
Learn about a topic 
 
Learn about a topic 
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Information 
Information Sources and Using Information 
 
In this category information sources and using information were interchangeable as 
the students were focused on the information itself and how they could use it to 
acquire knowledge about topics and issues. Information sources were not chosen 
specifically because of the type of information source they were, for example, a 
specific book or article, but were often discussed more collectively and students 
discussed the benefits of reading and using information from all information sources. 
Information itself was viewed as an abstract concept in this category as students saw 
information sources as the vehicle for them to obtain information and learn about the 
topic. Students also had prior knowledge of some specific information sources due to 
their previous interest in the topic, so their choice of which information sources to 
use had been informed by these interests.  In this category, students were using 
information to inform teachers and other students about the knowledge they had 
obtained about topics and issues. Students also used information to acquire 
knowledge and inform themselves on issues that were important to them in their 
particular context. 
 
In this quote, the student was initially focused on finding general information on a 
topic she was interested in and not on which information sources she needed to use to 
find academic information.  
 
We put list of the questions that we are interested in it, but and we, 
but we took our list of the questions from our reading, from 
journals, magazine and internet. In this time we didn’t concentrate 
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in the journal articles or academic articles or books. We looked and 
followed our interested. (Student 15, page 1) 
 
Here again we see that the focus was not on the information sources itself but the 
information contained in it and how this information could benefit the student and 
enrich their knowledge.  
 
For example, for the UK book it was about doing research and doing 
how consultants are applying in UK firms, so it give me the idea how 
could I achieve this, apply this in UAE, so after I read the book, I 
put like a paragraph about what this benefit me, in which area it 
enrich my knowledge. (Student 9, page 3) 
 
 
Here the student talked about the benefits of learning background knowledge about a 
new topic.  
 
About the searching and looking for information it benefited me 
because my background about this new idea because we didn’t study 
comic before and because we are not literacy student, we are early 
childhood student. (Student 23, page 2) 
 
 
This student was focused on the topic she was interested in and already had prior 
knowledge about which information sources she could use to find information on the 
topic.  
Basically my group are really interested in those things so we know 
those books before so we can use them because it was by chance we 
were in the library when we see the journalist girl, her book so we 
decided to go for it so because we are interested in this thing we can 
find the books.  The articles we have to find, we have to research 
them, we did research them in the college website for the library just 
to make sure they are academic articles and we can use them. 
(Student 27, page 3) 
 
 
In this quote, the student outlined how using references made her project stronger 
and showed the teacher that she was knowledgeable about topics and issues.  
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First, when I found any information, I took, it wasn’t like the whole 
thing from the website so I had to take one information and then try to 
rewrite it and paraphrase it and then post it on my project and link it 
with the thing or explain it more in my words and then put also the 
reference. This actually helped me a lot because the references 
make the project stronger and the teachers like to see references 
because they know that you work hard and you have more 
knowledge in term of that topic or that issue. (Student 1, page 5) 
 
 
In these quote, the student outlined how she used information to acquire knowledge 
generally about a topic and the benefits of keeping informed on issues.  
 
I chose one article to analyse it and write about it and then the other 
article I read benefits me to argue, compare between different 
journalists and it truly benefit me, as an applied communication 
student, sometime I really need to know whatever is going on in the 
world so the articles benefit me. It made me more conscious about 
what’s happening in Syria. It is interesting to know the truth the 
facts what’s really happening there. It’s like opened my mind. Make 
more knowledge or information. (Student 2, page 4) 
Learning 
 
In this category, students were using information to acquire knowledge about topics 
and issues. The students experienced a relationship between information and learning 
that was not only centered on the research project. The students saw learning and 
acquiring knowledge on topics and issues as part of the experience of lifelong 
learning and used this knowledge in their workplace, teaching practices and to 
inform other students. Students also saw information and acquiring knowledge as a 
way to remain current and informed about issues that were relevant to them in their 
specific cultural context.  
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Approach to Learning 
 
In this category, the students’ approach to learning was to use information to acquire 
knowledge about topics and issues. Students saw learning and acquiring knowledge 
as an important part of their experience as a student. The students were taking a 
relational approach to learning in this category and were using information to learn 
and acquire knowledge and saw a relationship between information and lifelong 
learning. 
 
In this quote, the student placed importance on using information to acquire 
knowledge about topics of interest to her as a media student and saw acquiring 
knowledge as part of lifelong learning.  
 
Because it’s an interesting topic and I found it interesting because I 
get to know new information about the Mayan civilization, to get 
some general knowledge and also to be aware of what’s going on 
around us as we are media students so that’s why. Not even as a 
media student, as an individual we like to know more about new 
information related to certain topics. (Student 28, page 1) 
 
 
In this student’s experience acquiring knowledge was seen as an important part of 
completing a higher degree.  
 
I am as a student I should increase my knowledge because getter a 
higher degree requires from the student to have higher knowledge 
because the level of the education starts to become harder and harder 
so I sometimes read books articles, I go to the databases and read 
from the database. I search for the required things that I need, they 
have like sections, the business section, the education section so I find 
the articles that are suitable, that I want to read. (Student 13, page 1) 
 
The student is this quote saw the importance of using information to acquire 
knowledge and the potential for using this knowledge in future study and the 
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workplace. The student was again seeing information and knowledge as part of 
lifelong learning.   
 
Literature review was an excellent part to improve our potential in 
doing the project. It will be more and extra newspapers and more 
books that could be useful for us and especially for us it’s helping us 
to do the master degree for who would like to complete their studies, 
reading that much book and reading more newspaper it could help 
you doing next year, master degree, so it will be easy for you and it 
can help you to know what happening around you in your country 
and also for the work, you have to get a high GPA to let you work in 
the job environment and also for the student who would like to work, 
made a literature review or report, helps them to work in some 
sectors or companies and they have a background about it and it 
will help them to be more comfort in their job environment. (Student 
20, page 3) 
 
 
Here the student was using information to acquire knowledge on how to write in 
English. She was learning how to read and write academically in English and 
applying this knowledge to her project, which she felt would help her achieve higher 
grades.  
 
 To learn skills from writing in English and reading in English. To 
know how the writer is writing, how to write a book and so on and to 
learn from them rather than reading in Arabic because my native 
language is Arabic, I know how to write in Arabic and how to speak 
in Arabic. It’s more important to know how to write in English, how 
writers write in English, to learn from them and apply it to my final 
project so that I can get higher grades. (Student 6, page 3) 
 
Object of Learning 
 
In this category the object for the students was to learn about a topic. The goal to 
learn about a topic or issue was not solely motivated by completing the project.  
Other motivations were prevalent here including applying what they learnt about an 
issue in teaching practice or to inform other students and teachers. 
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In this quote the student’s object was to use what she has learnt about the issue of 
children’s literacy in her teaching practice.  
 
The role of comics which has a lot of graphics which enhance 
children literacy and motivate them to read because if you remember 
we are not a reading culture or a culture who is prone to read, and 
in this way I think it’s a powerful way to encourage our children 
and this is what we benefit from our literature review to enhance 
our theories with our practice. (Student 23, page 4) 
 
 
Here the student wanted to use the information she had learnt from her primary data 
about the issue of transferring knowledge to inform her teacher and other students.  
 
First I’m working in the public sector. People think that in the public 
sector they don’t care about transferring knowledge. At first I thought 
that they don’t care about transferring knowledge so I just got my job 
here months ago and I was shocked because it’s the public sector but 
my manager cares a lot about transferring knowledge. That’s why I 
want to show my teachers and the girls that even in the public sector 
they care, not all of them, you will find some managers that care 
about transferring knowledge. (Student 4, page 1) 
 
 
This student’s goal was to use what she had learnt generally about the topic and 
apply it to local UAE situations.   
 
 It was helpful (secondary research) because it give me an idea 
about the general topic, and how overseas they are applying the 
social media, so we can share with them and take this best, the good 
practice and apply it here in the UAE. (Student 11, page 2) 
 
 
Here again the student’s goal was to use the information she has learnt about the 
topic in a practical situation, in this case a teaching practicum. She pointed out that 
without the information she wouldn’t have been able to introduce these ideas into the 
classroom.  
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Because this one is talking about the use of the graphic novels in the 
classroom so I thought that this will be a guide for me on how to use 
the graphic novels in the classroom and that one contains lesson 
plans and some steps for teaching children how to read comics. From 
reading these books I learnt how to introduce the comics for the 
children because before I read the research and these books I didn’t 
know how to introduce this new books for them because I thought it 
will be a foreign things for them but thank god they have a 
background idea for it but they didn’t know about some specific things 
like the bubbles they said that they knew with this research. (Student 
14, page 3) 
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Overview of Category 
 
Table 9 provides a summary of Category 4, where information literacy is 
experienced as acquiring knowledge on topics and issues. 
 Category 4 – Knowledge 
Key Quote “Because it’s an interesting topic and I found it 
interesting because I get to know new information 
about the Mayan civilization, to get some general 
knowledge and also to be aware of what’s going on 
around us as we are media students so that’s why. 
Not even as a media student, as an individual we like 
to know more about new information related to 
certain topics”. (Student 28, page 1)  
Meaning Information literacy is experienced as acquiring 
knowledge on topics and issues. 
In this category students were focused on using 
information to learn about topics and saw the 
benefits of using information to learn new skills, 
inform others and apply what they have learnt in real 
life situations. 
Structure Foreground: Research topic.  
Background: Information.  
Margin: Project requirements. 
How Use information to acquire knowledge. (act) 
Learn about a topic. (indirect object) 
What Learn about a topic. (direct object) 
Information  Focus on information sources as a collective, 
not individual sources.  
 Information is viewed abstractly. 
 Students see information sources as the 
medium for them to obtain information about 
the topic. 
 Use information to show teachers they have 
obtained knowledge about topics and issues. 
 Use information to acquire knowledge. 
 Informed by their interests. 
Learning  Approach to learning 
 Approach to learning is to use information to 
acquire knowledge about topics and issues. 
 Relationship between information and 
lifelong learning. 
Object of learning 
 To inform teachers and other students. 
 Motivation to learn about the topic – Real 
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life applications; apply to local situations, 
workplace or teaching practice. 
Table 9 Overview of category 4 
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Outcome Space 
This section describes the outcome space for how information literacy was 
experienced by EFL students. It presents the relationships between the categories of 
description and provides details on how different categories relate to each other. 
“Categories of description form the outcome space, which is a kind of map of various 
ways of being aware of a particular phenomenon” (Limberg, 2005, p. 281). The main 
premise of the outcome space is that, “there are logical relations to be found between 
the categories of description and, as they represent different capabilities for seeing 
the phenomenon in question in relation to a given criterion, a hierarchy can be 
established. This ordered complex of categories of descriptions has been referred as 
the outcome space” (Marton, 1994, p. 4428). 
Outcome Space – Categories 
The outcome space of the categories is represented here in a pictorial diagram that 
shows the relationship between the categories. The quality and language categories 
intersect with both the process and knowledge categories. The relationship between 
the process category intersected with both quality and language as in both categories 
students were also taking a systematic approach to identifying information and 
applying techniques to read and translate information. In the process category, 
students were completing parts of the project and they did this using a step by step 
systematic approach.  Identifying information and reading and understanding this 
information all form part of the systematic process they used to complete parts of the 
project. The students in these categories also had constraints that influence how they 
approach identifying information and reading and translating information. These 
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included time constraints, project requirements, direction from teachers on what 
information sources to use and where to find them and constraints due to language 
abilities. Students were also constrained due to the research topic and a lack of access 
to relevant and reliable information, especially when the topic was on a local issue. 
In the language category, reading and using information in English was a practical 
decision made due to the project being in English, time constraints and issues with 
translating information from Arabic to English.  These three categories also 
intersected due to the overall objective to complete parts of their project. Students 
were identifying relevant and reliable information and reading, translating and 
organizing information all with a purpose in mind, to complete the requirements of 
their project.  
In the knowledge category, students were using information to acquire knowledge 
about topics and issues. This intersected with the quality and language category due 
to the relationship between information and learning. In the knowledge category, 
students use relevant and reliable information to develop knowledge and learn about 
topics. Students also saw the importance of informing others of the knowledge they 
had acquired through finding relevant and reliable information. In the knowledge 
category, students often identified and read information to stay informed and saw this 
as an essential part of studying at a higher degree level. The language and knowledge 
categories also intersected as students saw a connection between learning 
information in English and how this increased their language skills and increased 
their knowledge of how to read and write academic research in English. Although 
students were constrained or directed in the quality and language categories, they 
also used more self directed approaches in both these categories, which intersected 
with the knowledge category. In both categories, they were adapting techniques to fit 
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their own individual style. The students in the language category have self directed 
strategies they used when choosing which sources to read and had their own 
preferred techniques or strategies they used to translate information. In the quality 
category, students often made self directed evaluations on what they considered to be 
relevant and reliable information. For example, students often relied on their own 
subjective view of what information was accurate and reliable, for example their 
view that information in English is more reliable. Students were learning how to use 
information in all three categories: how to identify relevant and reliable information, 
how to read, organise and understand information, how to use this knowledge to 
inform others and how to apply theoretical knowledge in real life situations. The 
overall objective in the intersection of these three categories was using information 
to learn. 
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Figure 10 depicts the outcome space of the categories.  
 
 
 
Figure 10 Outcome space for categories 
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Conclusion 
The findings of this research revealed four distinct categories of EFL students’ 
experiences of information literacy. The four categories were: process, quality, 
language and knowledge. The four categories described the referential and structural 
aspects of each category and described the how and what aspects of learning for each 
category. Variations of how students experienced information and learning were also 
explored for the four categories. Finally, the outcome space was depicted through a 
pictorial representation of the interconnected relationship between the categories. 
The next chapter discusses the contributions these findings make to research about 
EFL/ESL students, research using the relational approach and to information literacy 
practice and the phenomenographic approach. 
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Chapter 5:  Discussion and Conclusions 
Introduction 
This chapter discusses the important contributions the findings of this thesis make to 
current research about EFL/ESL students and research about information literacy. 
This chapter also outlines how important insights this research provides about EFL 
students’ experiences of information literacy that can be used to inform information 
literacy practice. The literature review revealed that there is a significant gap in 
research about EFL/ESL students and information literacy, therefore the findings 
from this study provide significant insights about this particular group of EFL 
students’ experiences and perceptions of information and learning that can be used to 
inform curriculum development in a variety of contexts and situations.  
Summary of Findings 
 
The findings of this thesis about EFL students’ experiences of information literacy 
revealed a number of findings that have implications for librarians and other 
educators in EFL or ESL environments. The findings revealed that EFL students in 
this study experienced information literacy in four distinct categories, had varying 
experiences of information and learning and employed a number of learning 
strategies across all of the categories. This study has many implications for both 
librarians and other educators as it provides examples of how EFL students in this 
specific context experience information literacy, examples that can be utilised in a 
variety of educational contexts.  
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This chapter discusses the implications of the study’s findings and concludes with 
limitations and recommendations. The chapter is outlined in six main sections. The 
first area discusses the contribution this research makes to research about EFL/ESL 
students, specifically in the areas of academic reading and writing and information 
literacy. There is limited literature about EFL and ESL students’ experiences of 
information literacy and their experiences of academic reading and writing, therefore 
the findings of this thesis significantly add to existing literature by providing further 
evidence of issues that impact on their experiences.  
 
The second section discusses contributions this research makes to research about 
information literacy that uses the relational approach. Bruce (1997a) recommends 
that phenomenographic studies about information literacy be conducted in different 
cultural and educational contexts, so comparisons can be made of different groups’ 
experiences. Comparisons are made between the findings of this study and other 
phenomenographic studies conducted in an educational environment on information 
literacy and students. This section will especially focus on the differences between 
the information literacy experiences of EFL students in this study and students who 
are native speakers of English.  
 
The third section discusses contributions this research makes to information literacy 
practice. As educators, it is important to use the experiences and perceptions that 
students have of information literacy to inform curriculum development.  The fourth 
section discusses how this research contributes to the phenomenographic method, 
especially using the method with second language learners. The fifth section outlines 
the limitations of this study. The chapter concludes by offering recommendations for 
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further research and recommendations for incorporating these findings in information 
literacy education.  
 
To set the scene for discussions, the following important elements of each category 
are summarised to illustrate how EFL students experienced information literacy.   
 
Process 
 
 Information literacy is experienced as a process. 
 
 Students are following steps to complete parts of their project. 
 
 Students follow steps to search for and identify information sources. 
 
 Learning is sequential. 
 
 Learning entails how to search, identify and use information. 
 
 Information sources are an integral part of the planning stage of the research 
process. 
 
 New learning experiences. 
 
 Experiences characterised as directed/constrained process. 
 
Quality 
 
 Information literacy is experienced as identifying relevant and reliable 
information. 
 
 Lack of access to information sources on local topics. 
 
 Lack of access to information in students’ native language. 
 
 Students use search strategies to identify information. 
 
 Learning is sequential. 
 
 Learning how to identify relevant and reliable information. 
 
 Information is evaluated based on authority and accuracy. 
  
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 People are sources of trusted information. 
 
 Information is used to support ideas and findings. 
 
 Perception that information in English is of a higher quality than other 
languages. 
 
 
Language 
 
 Information literacy is experienced as applying techniques to use information 
across languages. 
 
 Students are applying techniques in order to read, understand, organize and 
translate information. 
 
 Students are focused on understanding meaning in English. 
 
 Students prefer to use information in English. 
 
 Language impacts choice of information sources. 
 
 How students experience learning is strategic. 
 
 Information is subjective. 
 
 Directed and self-directed techniques to use information. 
 
 Constraints due to language barriers. 
 
Knowledge 
 
 Information literacy is experienced as acquiring knowledge on topics and 
issues. 
 
 Students use information to acquire knowledge in order to learn about a topic. 
 
 How students use experience learning is informative. 
 
 Students use information to inform themselves and others. 
 
 Students want to apply what they have learnt in real life situations. 
 
 Students are focused on the research topic and not on the project 
requirements. 
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Contributions to EFL and ESL Research 
 
 
This research contributes to research or studies that have been conducted about 
EFL/ESL students. The following section makes comparisons between literature 
written about EFL and ESL students and the findings of this research. Three 
important areas: reading, accessing and searching for information and translation are 
discussed. These areas play a significant role in the information literacy experiences 
of EFL students in this study. The impact of culture and education on EFL/ESL 
experiences of information are also discussed however it’s important to note that 
these considerations did not play a significant part in EFL students experiences in 
this research.   
 
Academic Reading 
 
The findings in this thesis indicated that EFL students often only read abstracts or 
scan information in articles as a reading strategy. The students also indicated that 
they preferred to read shorter articles as it took too much time to read longer articles 
and that they chose sources based on whether they understood the English in the 
articles.  Martin, Reaume, Reeves & Wright (2012) also found in their research about 
ESL students that students had difficulties finding academic papers because of the 
issues they faced reading academic papers in English, and that they often did not read 
beyond the abstract of an article. Students in this study also indicated that if they did 
not understand the language in them, they often choose alternative sources. The 
perceptions of the students in this study was that reading information that was 
relevant to their particular context was an important way to keep themselves 
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informed and they saw information as being more useful when they could see a link 
between the theoretical and practical use of information. They also liked to choose 
topics where they already had an interest in the topic and some prior knowledge on 
the literature surrounding this topic. This indicates that EFL students feel more 
comfortable in an academic environment where they are able to read sources that are 
relevant to their particular context or where they can see a connection between 
information contained in sources and how they could relate it to a local situation. 
This however, brings up another set of issues as students also experience difficulties 
accessing information about local topics and issues.  
 
The findings of this research confirm conclusions made in the literature about 
reading and EFL students that shows that there are a number of barriers and 
difficulties that students face when reading information sources in English. Research 
also indicates that EFL students have difficulties reading texts that are aimed at a 
Western audience and contain information that may not be relevant to them or part of 
their prior knowledge. Literature in this area usually seeks to redress these issues by 
suggesting that EFL students are given reading materials that are related to their 
cultural backgrounds (Al-Issa & Dahan, 2008; Gobert, 2011; Jewels & Albon, 2012).  
 
Accessing Information 
 
EFL students face barriers to accessing information on topics related to local 
contexts and a lack of access to information in their own language. The students in 
this study faced barriers such as a lack of availability of academically reliable 
information on topics related to local issues, and a lack of information in Arabic. 
This creates a major barrier to EFL students’ experience of information literacy as 
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research suggests that EFL students learn more effectively when given sources to 
read on issues that are relevant to them, however, at the same time there is a lack of 
these resources available to them. The students in this research discuss how they 
dealt with this barrier by finding general information on their topic or information 
written in other countries and then relating this to a local context. This is one solution 
to this barrier however they still face issues with reading academic information in 
English and they employ a number of strategies to help them cope with this barrier. 
This also puts the onus back on faculty and librarians to teach students how to find 
academically relevant information about local contexts and to teach them strategies 
to read academic English texts.  
 
Several authors in other studies have also found that a lack of access to information 
was a barrier that EFL students faced when conducting research. Raddawi (2011) 
found in her study on EFL students in the UAE that the unavailability of resources 
was one of the factors that influenced their choice of topic when writing essays. Al-
Suqri (2007) also found in his study looking at how students found information that 
they had barriers to finding information, including limited availability of resources, 
especially a lack of sources in Arabic. This is one area that may be specific to the 
context of EFL students as assessments are often set based on local topics, which 
creates challenges for students to access information. ESL students studying for 
example in America or cultural considerations may not be set topics where they need 
to access information on topics related to the cultural context of their home country. 
However all students tend to choose topics that are relevant to them and their own 
backgrounds and knowledge, so this may still be an issue or challenge in some ESL 
contexts. Further research is needed to further explore this issue.  
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Bagnole and Miller (2003) in their study about ESL students and information literacy 
found that their lack of ability to use synonyms put them at a disadvantage due to 
language barriers. Similarly in her study on international students’ experiences of 
using online information resources to learn, Hughes (2009, 2013) found that 
international students did little pre-planning of their online search strategies or 
considered selection of keywords and synonyms when searching for information. She 
also found that the outcome of these searches produced limited or unsatisfactory 
search results, often due to linguistic difficulties such as spelling errors, limited 
vocabulary, comprehension and inability to quickly scan results lists and retrieve 
documents. EFL students in this study also faced barriers identifying and 
understanding information due to vocabulary and comprehension of words and 
contexts in English. Unlike students in Hughes’s study, EFL students in this study 
did mention doing pre-planning in their search strategies including using keywords. 
Students in this study also tried to find synonyms of words in English and often did 
not understand these words, leading to the need to translate them.  
 
Translation 
Students in this research indicated they had some difficulty understanding various 
words in English, especially as often it was the first time they had seen these words 
because the topic was new to them. The students used translators, dictionaries and 
asked teachers in order to understand the meaning of words in both English and 
Arabic. However students acknowledged that using translators was not always the 
most effective method to use to understand the meaning of words because translators 
such as Google Translate may not always translate correctly. Literature about EFL 
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students in the Gulf also often indicates that they have difficulties with reading 
comprehension and word recognition (Fender, 2003; Hall, 2011). The findings in this 
research about EFL students in the UAE showed that students have difficulties 
translating from Arabic to English. These difficulties included the time it took to 
translate from Arabic to English, and the view students have that if they translate 
from Arabic to English they will make mistakes regarding the context and meaning 
of words. Students also preferred to translate from English to Arabic as they are 
doing the research in English and reading information in English, so feel the more 
logical choice was to just translate words in order to understand meaning. This 
research confirmed what Yeh (2009) discovered in her study on Taiwanese students’ 
perceptions of doing a research project. She found that translating Taiwanese 
resources to English was a perceived difficulty that the students encountered while 
conducting a research paper.  
Cultural and Educational Considerations 
 
Most authors advocate that cultural considerations need to be taken in account when 
teaching EFL/ESL students. It is important to note that in this particular context and 
in this research, language had a major impact on EFL students of information 
literacy. Culture, on the other hand, did not have as much of an impact on their 
experiences in a qualitatively distinctive way. One area that could have some specific 
cultural influence on information literacy is in regards to how cultures regard reading 
and education. There is some evidence to suggest that in some cultures reading and 
education are not as highly valued as in some other cultures.  (Engin & McKeown; 
Fox, 2008; Hall, 2011). Students in this study also acknowledged that they did not 
come from a reading culture and had often not been encouraged to read. On the other 
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hand, EFL students in this study made decisions about what information to access 
and read based on language, for example the perceived difficulty of reading 
academic information in English and the length of the resources. The students’ 
experiences of understanding and organising information were again based on 
techniques and strategies related to language. This is consistent with other research 
conducted in ESL educational settings that also suggest that language is a barrier for 
students when they search for, access, read and understand information (Hughes, 
2013) and also research that suggests that all students apply techniques and strategies 
to how they read and understand academic information (Locke, 2010), indicating that 
students in many different cultural and educational contexts face barriers to finding, 
reading and understanding academic information.  
 
One area that has been attributed to the educational and cultural backgrounds of 
students is academic requirements. Research about ESL students and information 
literacy has found that plagiarism is an issue for students. Martin, Reaume, Reeves & 
Wright (2012) discovered that ESL students often plagiarize due to a lack of 
knowledge of intellectual property rules in an academic environment. They also 
noted that ESL students’ lack the ability to tell if internet sites are biased, and 
learning to evaluate websites is a crucial focus of information literacy instruction for 
ESL students. Several authors have also found that ESL students had a lack of 
knowledge about citation styles and bibliographic requirements for academic writing 
and attributed this to cultural differences in acceptable academic writing 
requirements in the students’ home countries (Chen & Van Ullen, 2011; Han, 2012). 
These authors also noted that the academic requirements for quality of sources were 
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lower in the international students’ home countries and students did not meet 
academic requirements required for academic papers in Western countries.  
 
On the other hand, in the context of this research the students had been studying in a 
Western style education system for at least four years and were aware of the 
academic requirements for their projects. In this research students did focus on 
evaluating information due to the project requirements to use reliable academic 
information. The students used two evaluation criteria, authority and accuracy to 
evaluate if information was reliable. Students did not use bias as a criteria for 
evaluating information, indicating that this group of EFL students did not have 
knowledge of how to evaluate bias in information sources. Further research would be 
needed to investigate if this was due to cultural factors. They relied more on 
subjective views of authority, especially their view that English information was 
more reliable and their view that the information they received from professionals 
was reliable. This view may be influenced by EFL students in the Gulf preferring 
more oral forms of collecting information and also could be attributed to a lack of 
access or knowledge of the information that is available in their own language. 
Authors also often write in English, rather than their own language, leading to even 
more limited resources available in languages other than English.  
Summary 
This research about EFL students contributes to the research about EFL and ESL that 
exists in the areas of academic reading and writing and information literacy, 
including accessing, evaluating and translating information. This research confirms 
what other authors have found in their research about EFL and ESL students: 
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  EFL students have difficulties reading texts that are aimed at a Western 
audience and contain information that may not be relevant to them.  
 EFL students often choose what sources to read based on the English 
contained in them.   
 EFL students tend to take a surface approach to reading, including skimming 
and scanning abstracts and texts, some of which can be attributed to the 
difficulty students have in reading the content in English.   
 EFL students have difficulties accessing information both in the native 
language (in this case Arabic) and accessing information written in a local 
context.  
 EFL students faced difficulties with word recognition and translated words in 
order to understand their meaning. EFL students prefer to translate from 
English to their own language and see many barriers to translating 
information from their own language to English.  
 
Research about EFL and ESL students indicates that these students often lack 
knowledge of academic issues such as plagiarism, referencing and evaluating 
information and this is often attributed to cultural understandings of what constitutes 
an academic paper. This research in contrast, found that students were aware of the 
academic requirements for conducting a research project, and in fact emphasised the 
importance of not plagiarizing and using reliable information. This could be 
attributed to EFL students in this particular research being taught in Western style 
educational contexts within their own countries.  
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Contributions to the Relational Approach to Information Literacy 
 
This research contributes to the growing body of work being conducted using a 
relational approach to investigate information literacy. As most of these studies have 
previously been conducted with students who are native speakers of English, it is 
important to discuss the similar and different experiences EFL students in this study 
had of information literacy in comparison to students who are native speakers of 
English. The following section focuses on research conducted using 
phenomenography to investigate the information literacy experiences of students in 
higher education. A comparison is made between the results found in the literature 
and the results of this research, particularly in the areas of process, identifying 
relevant and reliable information, learning strategies and techniques and knowledge. 
The discussion will especially focus on whether there were similarities and 
differences between the information literacy experiences of EFL students in 
comparison to students whose native language is English.  
 
Process 
One area where many similarities are found in phenomenographic studies is that 
students experience information literacy as a process. However, this process is also 
experienced in a variety of ways that involve information, technology and people. 
Maybee (2006, 2007) conducted two phenomenographic studies on undergraduate 
students’ information literacy experiences at two higher education institutions in 
America and also found that students’ experienced information literacy as a process. 
The students in Maybee’s studies experienced information use as initiating and 
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carrying out a process. EFL students’ similarly experienced information literacy as 
process that involved steps or stages.  
 
In contrast, in Gross and Latham’s (2011) study, the authors found that information 
was seen a product, not a process. The success of finding information was measured 
by whether or not the information was found, not by the efficiency of the process or 
by the use of any specific skills. The students also felt that most of what they knew 
about finding, evaluating and using information was self taught. On the other hand, 
students in Locke’s (2010) study sought assistance from other students when learning 
a process. In this research EFL students also sought assistance from other students 
but were mostly guided initially on processes by faculty and librarians. Students in 
this study had a more instructional or guided experience when it came to finding 
information, evaluating and using information where faculty and librarians had 
provided guidance on how to identify, evaluate and use information. They used this 
instruction in combination with their own preferred process or methods of finding, 
evaluating and using information. EFL students were also just as concerned with the 
process they took to identify information as they were with the quality of the 
information they had found.  
 
Another area of difference is the part that pre-existing information or knowledge 
plays a part in the process. In Lupton’s (2008a) study students used their existing 
knowledge to write an outline of the essay then searched for evidence to back up 
their views and they did not use information sources in the planning stage of writing 
the essay. In this research, the process students took to complete their essay and the 
part that relevant and reliable information played in this process differed greatly from 
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the experiences of Lupton’s students.  Students in this study only occasionally had 
any pre-existing knowledge of the topic or any knowledge of how to write a research 
paper. They chose their topic (which was sometimes directed to them), then were 
directed by their teachers or librarians on how to identify relevant and reliable 
information and what is reliable information. Then they identified the information 
that related to their topic and used this in specific parts of the project. They only 
occasionally mentioned having some pre-existing knowledge and interest in the topic 
which assisted them when they were identifying information.  
 
Another difference between this study and other studies conducted using 
phenomenography to investigate information literacy was the way information 
technology is experienced as part of the process. Students in this study used 
information technology to identify information, however it was only considered as 
important as part of the process to identify information. On the other hand with Gross 
and Lantham’s and Maybee’s research found that information use is seen as finding 
information through the use of technology and students experienced information 
technology as a primary way to engage with information.  
 
Identifying Relevant and Reliable Information 
 
Much of the research using relational approaches to investigate information literacy 
has revealed that students have a variety of experiences when identifying and 
accessing relevant and reliable information. In Lupton’s (2008a) phenomenographic 
study of first year students’ experiences of information literacy while researching an 
essay, one category revealed in Lupton’s study was that students were seeking 
evidence to back up an existing argument by seeking statistics, seeking opinions and 
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ideas and seeking contrasting opinions. Students relied upon statistics to judge the 
reliability of sources, searched for opinions or ideas to quote and paraphrase and 
searched for contrasting views to present a balanced argument. The students in this 
category were especially concerned with trustworthiness of sources and meeting 
course requirements, which also corresponds with EFL students’ experiences in this 
study. They also considered it important, as with Lupton’s research, to use reliable 
information to support their ideas and findings. Students in this study placed 
importance on finding reliable academic sources and focused on similar evaluation 
criteria, often mentioning that they judged reliability based on the accuracy of 
sources, which they perceived to be accurate due to statistics, charts and figures. 
Lupton states that the students’ approach to evaluating sources was to use surface 
signs on websites such as author and presence of statistics and references. Students in 
this study also used similar surface signs to evaluate information such as authority 
and presence of statistics.  
 
Some differences can be found between how the native English speaking students 
and the EFL students in this research experienced identifying relevant and reliable 
information. EFL students in this study did use authority to evaluate information but 
not just authority in written sources. They often relied on information from people in 
authority and felt information given to them from these sources, e.g. doctors and 
business managers were reliable due to their view that these individuals were trusted 
sources of information. Locke (2010) found that the students’ intention was to find 
the most relevant information in the most effective and efficient way. Students also 
reported interacting with other students, lecturers, tutors, library staff and experts as 
both primary sources of information and as referrals to sources of information. 
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Students in Gross and Latham (2011) study also used other people as information 
sources and felt that information given in person could be trusted, however they 
mostly used other students as sources of information. On the other hand, although 
EFL students also used people as sources to help them identify relevant information 
including other students, teachers and librarians and were very focused on finding 
relevant information on their topic, they also used experts or professionals as sources 
of trusted information, especially on topics related to local information. Another 
significant difference in the experiences of the two groups of students is that the EFL 
students were dealing with issues of language when they were identifying reliable 
information. They evaluated information within this context and often perceived that 
information written by English authors was more authoritative and more accurate 
than sources written by other authors. 
 
Another similarity in the data is how students’ experience of identifying information 
is often constrained. Gross and Latham (2011) investigation of first year students’ 
experiences with and perceptions of information found that in their categories that 
information seeking was both imposed or constrained. The study also found that 
information seeking was constrained due to limitations on topics, types of sources 
that could be used and the number of sources that must be used. This experience of 
information literacy is similar to students in this study about EFL students. They 
were constrained by similar issues including topic, types and number of sources and 
time constraints. 
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Learning Strategies and Techniques 
One area were there were both similarities and differences between EFL students and 
native speakers was the techniques students use to read, understand and organise 
information.  Locke (2010) in her phenomenographic study on the ways education 
students at an Australian university approached learning to find and use information 
revealed that students’ intentions were to develop an effective and efficient process 
to accomplish task requirements and that this was adapted to fit to the individual. 
Some of the processes that students used to accomplish tasks were similar to the 
students in this study. For example, students in both studies used processes such as 
highlighting and colour coding in order to read texts. They also used similar 
techniques to organize information such as using quotes and paraphrases and 
referencing software. This is not surprising as EFL students were being taught to 
read, understand and organize information by English faculty and usually with 
methods that meet IELTS standards. However, there were some differences between 
the two groups of students when it came to learning a process to use information. 
Students in the education study used problem solving and construction techniques 
and in this study students did not have these experiences and used other techniques to 
use information that were unique to EFL students. These included: translating 
information in order to understand it, identifying, discarding and using information 
based on the their level of understanding of the English and learning how to identify 
relevant information and use information by following a series of steps. In both 
studies however, the techniques they used were adapted to fit to the individual’s 
style. Students in this research often identified techniques and strategies as being 
their preferred style or method to identify, read and use information.  
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There are also some similarities in the both groups of students’ experiences of 
learning and the strategic and sequential ways that students apply strategies and 
techniques. Lupton’s  (2008b) study on third year music and tax students’ 
experiences of information literacy found that the relationship between information 
and learning was experienced as the craft of creating a composition through applying 
techniques. This involved a sequential process of acquiring the techniques and 
applying the techniques. These findings are also similar with this study of EFL 
students’ experience of information literacy. Students in this study also followed a 
sequential process and acquired and applied techniques in several of the categories. 
In the language category students applied techniques they had learnt to how they read 
and translated information. In this category they were also strategic in how they 
applied those techniques in order for them to organize information.  
 
Category two of Lupton’s study involved students applying techniques they had 
learnt in a cyclic process of discovery. Lupton found that role of the teacher was to 
guide and facilitate the process of discovery. In this research on EFL students, 
teachers and librarians were also part of the process the students took to identify, 
read and use information. However, the guidance slightly differs in that teachers 
initially provided instruction and direction, for example the steps to follow to identify 
relevant information and direction in how to read, understand and organize 
information when writing an academic paper in English. The teachers initially 
provided direction but students learnt from this direction and applied what they had 
learnt in order to complete the project. The process was not cyclic, but rather 
systematic or sequential.  
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Knowledge 
Using information to acquire knowledge was another area were there were 
similarities between EFL students and native English speakers. In Locke’s (2010) 
study, Lupton’s (2008a) study and Maybee’s (2006, 2007) studies and this research, 
when it came to categories that relate to knowledge and using knowledge to inform, 
there were many similarities. In all these studies, students wanted to use information 
to inform and teach others and their intention was to use information to learn, acquire 
knowledge and apply what they had learnt. All of these studies also revealed 
categories that were related to knowledge. There were some small differences 
between the studies and this research about EFL students when it came to categories 
involving knowledge. In Locke’s study some of the participants were postgraduate 
students and their intention was to use information to contribute to disciplinary 
knowledge. Students’ intention in this study was to use information to inform 
teachers and other students and to apply what they had learnt in more real life 
situation such as the workplace.  
 
EFL Students’ Experiences of Information Literacy – an Overview 
 
The following section provides a comparison between the information literacy 
experiences of EFL students in this study and the information literacy experiences of 
native speakers of English. These comparisons are based on research discussed in 
this section. This research has contributed to information literacy research that has 
used a relational approach to investigate experiences of information literacy. Unlike 
other research using this approach, this research has been conducted with EFL 
students, with the findings providing useful insights into their experiences. 
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Findings in this research have revealed that language has a major impact on the 
information literacy experiences of EFL students. The comparison with other studies 
has revealed that EFL students have the same information literacy experiences as 
other students in regards to finding, evaluating and using information, but that all of 
these experiences are influenced by issues and barriers related to language.  EFL 
students experience barriers related to accessing information that are not experienced 
by native English speaking students. EFL students face barriers to accessing 
information, especially information written about local contexts and information 
written in their own language, in this case Arabic. The importance of evaluating 
information can be seen in most phenomenographic studies on information literacy 
and EFL students have similar experiences to those of native English speaking 
students when evaluating information. However, again language plays an important 
part in their experience of identifying reliable information. EFL students in this study 
perceived that information written in English and written by authors with a Western 
educational background was of a higher quality than information written in Arabic or 
by non Western authors. Although native English speaking students also relied on 
people as a reliable source of information, especially other students, EFL students in 
this study place a lot of importance on using experts and professionals as trustworthy 
sources of information. This could be due to a number of factors including their 
culture being more of an oral culture, rather than a reading culture, or the lack of 
information available to them on local issues. 
 
Both EFL and native English speaking students apply techniques and strategies to 
how they read and organize information. EFL students in this research applied 
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similar techniques to reading and organizing information due to the educational 
setting. These students are studying in English, and being instructed on how to read 
and write in an academic environment by English language teachers. The strategies 
and techniques they applied are also influenced by language. EFL students faced 
barriers to reading and understanding information in English and they employed a 
number of strategies to help them read and understand information in English. EFL 
students often only read short articles or abstracts, choose articles based on the level 
of English in the sources, only use information they understand, discard articles that 
they perceive to be too difficult to understand and use dictionaries and translators in 
order to understand meaning and context. Both EFL and native English speaking 
students used processes or steps in order to identify, evaluate and use information, 
however, there were some differences in the level of guidance or instruction in the 
experiences of EFL students. Both groups of students received guidance and 
instruction and adopted those processes or steps to fit with their individual styles. 
EFL students often initially needed this instruction given to them by faculty and 
librarians, due to certain parts of the research project being a new learning 
experience for them. For example, it was the first time the students had written a 
research proposal and they often had a lack of pre-existing knowledge about the 
topic, therefore, they preferred following a systematic process that had been directed 
to them in order for them to be able to identify and use information and complete 
parts of their project. This research has shown that although EFL students experience 
many similar information literacy experiences as students studying in English and in 
Western countries, they also have experiences of information literacy that are unique 
to their educational and language context.  
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Summary 
The following table summarises the information literacy experiences of EFL versus 
native English speaking students. The EFL column is based on findings revealed in 
this study. The column on native English speaking students is based on the research 
outlined in this section. (Gross & Latham, 2011; Locke, 2010; Lupton, 2008a, 2008b; 
Maybee, 2006, 2007) 
  
  EFL 
students (in 
this study) 
 
Native 
English 
speaking 
students 
Accessing 
information 
   
 Identifying relevant information √ √ 
 Search strategies – (keywords) √ √ 
 Barriers to accessing local information √  
 Barriers to accessing information in own 
language 
√  
Evaluating 
information 
   
    
 Supporting ideas and findings √ √ 
 Surface evaluation criteria √ √ 
 Accuracy – charts, statistics  √ √ 
 Authority – people √ √ 
 Authority – language of resources √  
 Authority – background of author √  
Process    
 Sequential √ √ 
 Cyclic  √ 
 Guided/Directed √ √ 
 Planning stage – information sources √  
Applying 
techniques/strat
egies 
   
 Reading √ √ 
 Reading (language constraints) √  
 Organising information √ √ 
 Translation √  
Knowledge    
 Informing others √ √ 
 Real life situations √  
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 Applying knowledge √ √ 
Imposed 
constraints 
 √ √ 
Table 10 Comparison of EFL versus native English speaking students experiences of 
information literacy 
 
Contributions to Information Literacy Practice 
 
 
The following section outlines contributions this research can make to information 
literacy practice. The practical contexts where information literacy is taught and 
learnt. As educators, it is important to use the students’ experiences and perceptions 
of information literacy to inform curriculum development. Various areas of teaching 
and learning are explored including the ‘how’ and ‘what’ aspects of information 
literacy, learning experience, variations in students’ experiences, informed learning 
and the six frames for information literacy education.  
Variation in Students’ Experiences 
 
This research contributes to information literacy practice by revealing the variations 
in EFL students experiences across different categories of information literacy. 
Understanding these variations can underpin the development of information literacy 
curriculum, especially in the context of conducting a research project that suits 
students’ experiences of information and approaches to learning. Booth (1997, p. 
145) argues, “once distinctively different approaches to tasks of learning have been 
identified, and the relation between approaches to learning and the quality of learning 
has been established, teachers naturally want their students to adapt the more fruitful 
of the approaches”. Table 11 gives an overview of EFL students’  varying 
experiences of information sources, using information, approaches to learning and 
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object of learning across the four categories revealed through this research. For 
example, their approach to learning in the quality category used search strategies to 
identify relevant and reliable information, whereas the approach to learning in the 
language category applied a variety of techniques to how the students read, 
understood, organised and translated information. How these students approached 
learning and the object of their learning provide useful insights that can in turn be 
used to inform practice in a variety of EFL/ESL environments.  
 
Table 11 gives an overview of the varying experiences students had of information 
and learning. 
 Process Quality Language Knowledge 
Information 
Sources 
Searching for 
information 
sources is a 
step in the 
process. 
 
Lack of access 
to local 
information 
sources.  
 
Choosing 
sources based 
on certain 
evaluation 
criteria – 
authority and 
accuracy. 
 
Choose sources 
based on 
perceived level 
of difficulty 
and length. 
 
Lost in 
translation - 
feel translating 
Arabic sources 
will result in 
mistakes in 
translation and 
meaning.  
 
Students see 
information 
sources as the 
medium for 
them to obtain 
information 
about the topic. 
 
Using 
Information 
Using 
information in 
the parts of the 
project – 
proposal, 
literature 
review, 
analysis stage. 
 
Used to 
support ideas, 
evidence, 
prove findings. 
 
Relating 
relevant 
information to 
the topic. 
 
 
 
 
Use what is 
understood and 
organise this 
information – 
quotes and 
paraphrases. 
 
Translating 
information in 
English is less 
time 
consuming and 
easier than 
translating 
Arabic 
Use 
information to 
show teachers 
they have 
obtained 
knowledge 
about topics 
and issues. 
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information. 
Approach to 
Learning 
Following the 
steps to 
complete parts 
of the project. 
 
Use search 
strategies to 
identify 
relevant 
information 
sources and 
relevant 
information 
within sources 
- keywords, 
search 
interfaces. 
 
Variety of 
reading 
techniques (e.g. 
highlighting, 
taking notes, 
reading 
multiple times). 
 
Apply 
techniques 
(translators) to 
translate words 
in order to 
understand 
their meaning. 
 
To use 
information to 
acquire 
knowledge 
about topics 
and issues. 
Object of 
Learning 
Learning how 
to complete 
parts of the 
project: e.g. 
how to search, 
how to write a 
literature 
review. 
 
Object is to 
identify 
relevant 
information 
about the topic. 
 
Object/goal to 
produce high 
quality 
research. 
 
Object is to 
understand 
information, 
especially the 
meaning of 
words in 
English.  
 
To inform 
teachers and 
other students. 
 
To apply what 
has been learnt 
in real life 
situations. 
 
Table 11 Variation in experiences of information and learning 
 
‘How’ and ‘What’ Aspects of Information Literacy 
 
Booth (1997) notes that it is important not to teach the ‘how’ without reference to the 
‘what’. In other words, you cannot teach the processes or act without teaching the 
object or focus of this process. For example, you cannot teach students how to 
identify relevant and reliable information without providing information on what is 
relevant and reliable information in specific content areas. Research has revealed that 
teaching students how to learn something from a generic perspective is less effective 
that teaching content specific curriculum (Booth, 1997; Martin & Ramsden, 1987). 
This is also a common area of discussion in the library field where librarians debate 
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the merits of delivering generic classes versus content specific information literacy 
instruction. This research provides both the ‘how’ and ‘what’ aspects of information 
literacy for EFL students, which can be used to develop information literacy 
curriculum for specific content areas for EFL and ESL students. For example, 
curriculum could be developed that helps EFL students identify relevant information 
on local issues in human resource management or teaches techniques for ESL 
students to read and organise information in their specific subject area.  
 
The following table gives an overview of the ‘how’ and ‘what’ aspects of learning 
for EFL students in this research. 
 
 Category 1 – 
Process  
Category 2 – Quality Category 3 – Language Category 4 – Knowledge 
How Following the 
steps. (act) 
Finding and 
useing 
information. 
(indirect object) 
Identifying. (act) 
Relevant and reliable 
information. (indirect 
object) 
Applying techniques. (act) 
Read, understand, organise 
and translate information. 
(indirect object) 
Using information   to 
acquire knowledge.  
Learn about the topic. 
(indirect object) 
What The Parts of the 
project. (direct 
object) 
Finding relevant and 
reliable information. 
(direct object) 
Reading, understanding, 
organising and translating 
information in English. 
(direct object) 
Learning about a topic. 
(direct object) 
Table 12 ‘How’ and ‘What’ aspects of information literacy for EFL students 
 
Information Literacy Learning Strategies 
 
In this study, EFL students’ information literacy learning strategies encompassed 
both traditional and relational approaches to learning.  Lupton (2008) found that the 
relationship between information literacy and learning can be experienced as 
sequential, cyclic and simultaneous, and argued that we may be doing students a 
disservice if we develop curriculum by a sequential process. Oxford (1990), 
however, argues that learners who have developed appropriate learning strategies 
have greater self confidence and can learn more effectively. Within the context of 
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EFL students, their approaches to learning whether traditional such as sequential or 
relational such as informative may be the most appropriate approach for them to use 
information to learn. The following outlines the information literacy learning 
strategies of EFL students across the four categories revealed from this research. 
They were: sequential, strategic and informative. These learning strategies can be 
used to inform information literacy teaching practices in EFL/ESL educational 
environments.  
Category 1: Process 
 
Sequential  
Search/Collect Information                   Apply/Use                    Learn 
 
 
In the process category, the students’ experience of learning was to follow a 
sequential process. Students searched for and collected information, then they used 
this information or applied what they have learnt from the information. The students 
were both collecting information on the topic and on how to complete parts of the 
project. This is particularly important as parts of the project such as writing a 
research proposal and literature review were a new learning experience for the 
students. The outcome of this sequential process is that they learnt the process of 
how to search for information and how to use it or apply it to particular parts of their 
research project.  
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Category 2: Quality 
 
Sequential  
Searching Strategies               Identify Information                 Use Information                   
Learn 
 
 
In the quality category, the students’ experience of learning was a sequential process. 
Students used search strategies such as using keywords and searching in specific 
databases to identify relevant and reliable information. Students also used evaluation 
criteria such as authority and accuracy to identify this information. They also 
perceived specific types of sources to have more relevant and reliable information 
including believing that English sources were more reliable than Arabic sources. 
Students then used the information they had identified to support their ideas, provide 
evidence and prove their findings. The students were learning, due to this sequential 
process what relevant and reliable information is, how to identify relevant and 
reliable information and how to use this information to support their own research 
findings. The learning in this category was both directed and self directed as students 
were directed initially on how to identify quality information and are required to use 
quality information, however, they also learnt about the benefits of using relevant 
and reliable information as a consequence. They continued throughout the research 
project to identify and use this information to produce a high quality research project.  
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Category 3: Language 
 
Strategic 
Read Information – Apply Techniques – Organise Information  
     
   Learn 
 
 
In the language category, the students’ experience of learning was strategic. Students 
were being strategic in how they read and used information and which techniques 
they applied in order to understand and organize information. For example, students 
chose to be strategic about how they read information and what information they 
read. They chose sources to read based on the complexity of the content or chose to 
read shorter sources or only read or skim the abstract. Students applied a variety of 
techniques in order to understand and organize information. These techniques 
included highlighting vocabulary, colour coding and only translating from English to 
Arabic in order to understand meaning. They avoided translating from Arabic to 
English, as they believed they would make mistakes in translation and change the 
context of the information. The students then organised the information using certain 
strategies or techniques. The students are learning a number of things in this strategic 
approach. They were learning new academic words in English and they were 
learning how to be strategic about how to read, understand and organize information 
in English. They were also using the most time efficient strategic ways to read and 
organize information in English. For example, they usually read shorter sources or 
parts of sources and they preferred to translate from English to Arabic because 
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translating from Arabic to English would be too time consuming. The techniques 
they were applying are sometimes taught to them and sometimes their own preferred 
method or style, but ultimately how they read and organized information in English 
was strategic.  
The following table outlines the techniques EFL students in this research used to 
read, organize and translate information. 
 
Reading Organising Understanding/Translating  
Highlighting 
vocabulary and 
paragraphs  
Quoting Translators 
Skimming/Scanning Paraphrasing Dictionaries 
Colour coding Referencing software People 
Reading multiple 
times  
Writing the main 
points 
 
 Comparing and 
contrasting ideas 
 
 Taking notes  
Table 13 Techniques for reading, organizing and translating information 
 
Category 4: Knowledge 
 
Informative 
Acquire Knowledge  –  Inform /Instruct   
  Learn 
 
 
In the knowledge category, students’ experience of learning was informative. 
Students acquired knowledge on topics and issues, often topics that were new to 
them, and then they used this information to inform themselves and others about the 
 Chapter 5: Discussion and Conclusions 232 
topics and interests. The students felt that acquiring knowledge on specific topics 
was important, especially information that was related to their culture or information 
that could be used in local contexts.  Students also used the information they had 
acquired to instruct others, for example, applying theory to teaching practice or 
instructing other students on what they had learnt about a topic. The students saw a 
connection in this category between information and lifelong learning.  
Informed Learning and the Six Frames of Information Literacy 
 
The idea of informed learning has emerged through the research conducted by Bruce 
(Bruce, 1997b; 2008) on information literacy using a relational approach. Informed 
learning offers an alternative to information literacy teaching approaches that focus 
on skills, by supporting the design and implementation of curriculum that focuses on 
the relationship between information use and learning (Bruce & Hughes, 2010). One 
important characteristic of informed learning that is of particular relevance to this 
research is the concept of inclusive informed learning, which considers the whole 
experience of using information to learn (Hughes, 2009), and that  “celebrates 
diversity and promotes learners’ social and cultural awareness, community 
engagement and shared learning” (Hughes & Bruce, 2013, p. 3). Bruce and Hughes 
(2010) proposed that an inclusive informed learning approach be used with 
international students and students from varied cultural contexts. They argue that 
using this approach would enable international students to build on their existing 
strengths, while developing critical, ethical and creative information use for learning. 
This research also contributes to the possible development of inclusive informed 
learning curriculum as it also demonstrates the various strengths and challenges that 
EFL students experience when using information to learn. The following table 
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provides some examples of the information use strengths and challenges of EFL 
students’ in this study. 
 
Strength  Challenge 
 Accessing information through 
experts. 
 Evaluating information based on 
accuracy and authority. 
 Collaborative nature of 
information sharing, talking to 
classmates, family, colleagues. 
 Use information to keep informed 
and inform others. 
 Adapting directed techniques to 
own learning style.  
 
 
 Accessing academic information 
about local issues and in Arabic. 
 Lack of emphasis on using bias 
when evaluating information. 
 Reading information in English. 
Reading long texts in English. 
Tendency to skim and scan 
information. 
 Translating and understanding 
meaning and context of 
information in English. Making 
mistakes when translating 
between two languages.  
 Emphasising  systematic 
processes when completing steps 
of the research process, e.g. 
searching for information, 
organising information. 
 
Table 14 Strengths and challenges of EFL students’ experience of using information to learn  
 
In order to support information literacy learning and teaching, Bruce, Edwards and 
Lupton (2006) have proposed a model titled Six Frames for Information Literacy 
Education. The six frames are different views of information literacy whereby: 
“people’s approaches to IL and IL education are informed by the views of teaching, 
learning and IL which they adopt either implicitly or explicitly in different contexts” 
(Bruce et al., 2006, p. 1). They are: the content frame, the competency frame, the 
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learning to learn frame, the personal relevance frame, the social impact frame, and 
the relational frame. This research used phenomenography to explore information 
literacy experiences of EFL students, and the findings similarly indicate that the 
relationship between information and the user is experienced in a number of different 
ways. The findings of this research align with the views of teaching and learning 
across the six frames of information literacy education as outlined by Bruce, 
Edwards and Lupton. This research therefore indicates the importance of including 
multiple perspectives of information literacy teaching and learning and the 
importance of acknowledging that relational approaches to information literacy 
encompass other approaches and perspectives of information literacy. This research 
also has implications as practical frameworks for EFL and ESL information literacy 
education can be developed that are based on the findings in this study. The 
following table provides an example of the views of teaching and learning in the six 
frames for information literacy education. 
 
 View of teaching and 
learning (Bruce, 
Edwards & Lupton, 
2006) 
EFL students (in this 
research) 
Content Frame Teacher is the expert  - 
transmits knowledge. 
Learning is a change in 
how much is known. 
Teachers transmit 
knowledge to EFL students 
on how to read and write 
academically using IELTS 
criteria. 
Competency Frame Learners achieve 
competence by following 
predetermined pathways. 
EFL students achieve 
competence by following a 
series of steps that has been 
directed to them. 
Learning to Learn Frame Learners develop EFL students conceptualise 
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conceptual structure and 
ways of thinking and 
reasoning.  
how to apply what they 
have learnt into 
professional/practical 
situations. They often do 
this collaboratively by 
discussing information with 
classmates and teachers. 
Personal Relevance 
Frame 
Learning is about finding 
personal relevance and 
meaning. 
EFL students find personal 
relevance in information 
that is relevant to them and 
can be used in real life 
situations.  
Social Impact Frame Learning is about 
adopting perspectives that 
will encourage social 
change.  
EFL students use 
information to keep 
informed about issues that 
are relevant to their social 
and cultural contexts.  
Relational Frame Learning is coming to see 
the world differently. 
EFL students have varying 
experiences of information 
and learning.  
Table 15 View of teaching and learning in the six frames for information literacy education. 
 
Summary 
 
This research can make significant contributions to information literacy practice in 
five main ways. First, this research shows that EFL students experience information 
literacy in various ways so understanding the different experiences EFL students 
have of information and learning can be used in the development of IL curriculum. 
Second, the importance of teaching both the ‘how’ and ‘what’ of information literacy 
and developing content specific curriculum is also emphasised. Third, this research 
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found that the information literacy learning strategies of this particular group of EFL 
students was sequential, strategic and informative, which provides useful data that 
can be used to inform practice. Fourth, it contributes to research advocating inclusive 
informed learning approaches to information literacy curriculum development within 
different cultural contexts. Fifth, findings suggest the need for information literacy 
education to accommodate differing views or approaches to information literacy 
across the six frames of information literacy. 
 
Contributions to Phenomenography  
 
Phenomenographic research is traditionally an approach used in the education field 
to study the phenomena of learning, studying, communication and teaching (1997), 
however, phenomenographic interviews conducted in the education field are most 
often conducted in the native language of the students. This research contributes to 
the phenomenographic method as it provides practical insights into conducting 
phenomenographic interviews with second language learners. Interviews conducted 
with second language learners presented the interviewer with a number of challenges 
including conducting the interviews in English, the language level of the students and 
the traditional role of teacher as an authority figure and student’s being used to 
conducting interviews in test like conditions. The nature of phenomenographic 
interviews is that they are natural and conversational, interviews are usually of a long 
duration and there are usually a small number of questions with probing being used 
to encourage interviewees to elaborate on their experiences. This presented a number 
of issues when conducting the interviews with EFL students, especially students in 
the first phase of the pilot. EFL students in this cultural context in their first year of 
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higher education were used to short question – answer style interviews, which are 
common in English language assessments and they are also used to a more teacher 
led classroom environment. Their language ability was also not high enough to speak 
in depth about their experiences. Therefore for the main study, interviews were 
conducted with fourth year students, whose English level was higher and who had 
more experience conducting research projects. Although one option could have been 
to conduct the interviews in Arabic, this still would have presented issues such as 
first year students not being used to talking in depth about their experiences and 
misinterpretation of translations. Also the students were conducting their research in 
English, and they themselves said they preferred to do their research in English and 
preferred not to translate from Arabic to English. The interviewer also wanted to 
explore their experiences of information literacy in English, therefore, for a number 
of reasons it was not feasible to conduct the interviews in Arabic. A number of 
techniques were employed during the interviews to overcome the challenges of 
conducting phenomenographic interviews with second language learners in an EFL 
environment. These were: 
 Explaining before the interview the purpose of the interview.  
 Showing students the interview questions and asking if they understood the 
questions in English.   
 Explaining before the interview the nature of a phenomenographic interview. 
 Explaining that there were no wrong answers to alleviate student’s fears of 
giving a ‘wrong’ answer. 
 Chatting with the students before the interview to make them feel more 
comfortable and not feel like they were in an English speaking examination 
situation. 
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 Using language familiar to them from English curriculum, e.g. instead of 
using ‘clarify’, used ‘can you tell me more about that’. 
Further methodological strategies included: 
 Interviewing students with a higher level of spoken English. This was 
important, as several interviews could not be used in both the pilot and the 
main study due to the students not being able to discuss their experiences in 
depth.  
 More interviews than are traditionally needed in phenomenography were 
conducted to ensure no more variations in the data could be revealed.  
 The interviewer used an interpretive approach when interviewing and 
analysing. Within an interpretive approach it is not possible to “produce an 
objective description of reality as our descriptions are always coloured by our 
specific historical, cultural, gender based and linguistic understandings of 
reality” (Sandberg, 2005, p. 45). This is especially important with second 
language learners as they often use different language or vocabulary to 
describe the same experience. In interviews with second language learners 
that take an interpretive approach when probing, for example, just asking ‘can 
you give an example of that’, may only lead to a one or two word answers. 
Students sometimes needed exact clarification of what the interviewer 
wanted. Also the interview questions were sometimes phrased slightly 
differently according to the flow of the interview and to accommodate the 
language or vocabularly with whicheach student was familiar. 
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Limitations of the Study 
This study was conducted in a specific geographical area with EFL students from a 
Gulf country. The findings cannot reflect the experiences of all EFL students, for 
example, in Asia or Europe. The group of student participants was also from a 
specific higher education institution, which may not represent experiences of EFL 
students studying at different higher education institutions in the UAE or elsewhere. 
The research participants were also undergraduate students studying in their final 
year, therefore, not all year levels and postgraduate students are represented in this 
study. The method chosen, phenomenography, presented some limitations especially 
when conducting interviews with students with a lower level of English or students 
who could not articulate their experiences in depth. This meant there were limitations 
on which students could be interviewed for this study. This study recruited students 
with a higher level of English and more academic experience. As the students were 
studying and conducting research in English, it was important for this study that the 
interviews were conducted in English, however, data from students with different 
levels of English and in different year levels could have been used to provide a 
broader range of results concerning the information literacy experiences of EFL 
students. These limitations could be addressed either through using interpreters or 
choosing a different method to investigate their experiences.  
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Recommendations 
Further Research  
 
 
This study is the first phenomenographic study about EFL students’ experiences of 
information literacy. It is recommended that other studies be conducted about EFL 
students’ experiences of information literacy in other institutions and other countries. 
This will allow for this research to be further expanded on and for the findings of this 
research to be compared to these other studies.  It is also recommended that 
phenomenographic studies are conducted with ESL students to explore if they have 
similar experiences to EFL students. The discussion chapter of this thesis showed 
that EFL/EFL students have similar experiences of reading, finding and using 
information but these studies were not conducted using phenomenographic methods, 
therefore, further research on ESL students using phenomenography is needed. 
 
The research participants in this study were fourth year students completing a 
research project. It is suggested that phenomenographic studies are conducted with 
other year levels so that EFL students’ experiences can be explored and comparisons 
made across all year levels. In the pilot of this study, difficulties conducting 
phenomenographic interviews with first year students were encountered due to 
language level and inability to discuss their experiences in depth. Phenomenographic 
studies with these groups of students could be conducted in their own language or 
students with a higher level of spoken English could be recruited to be participants.  
 
It was clear from this research that there is a lack of empirical research about EFL 
and ESL students and information literacy. It is therefore recommended that more 
 Chapter 5: Discussion and Conclusions 241 
studies be conducted on information use and EFL/ESL students, including if 
language and culture are barriers to information use. One finding in this study 
revealed that EFL students face barriers to accessing information related to local 
cultural contexts and information in their own language.  It would be useful to 
conduct further studies with other groups of EFL students to explore if other EFL 
students experience barriers to accessing information. It is also recommended that, 
case studies testing solutions to these barriers are also investigated.  
 
Research in this thesis has shown that EFL students learn and use techniques when 
they read and use information taught to them in Western style teaching and learning 
environments and therefore employ a lot of similar techniques employed by native 
English speaking students. More research needs to be done to explore if the learning 
strategies they have been taught and employ are the best approaches to take to 
teaching and learning for students whose second language is English. This research 
also revealed that EFL students in this research study in English and prefer to read 
and use information in English. EFL students in this study also perceived that 
information in English is of higher quality than information in their own language. 
How EFL students’ perceive the value of information written in their own language 
and how they are taught to evaluate information is influenced by the educational 
context and language they are studying in and librarians and educators play an 
important part in how students perceive and evaluate information.  Therefore, more 
research is needed that explores perceptions of the quality of information written in 
other languages and how information in different languages is evaluated within the 
context of EFL educational environments.  
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Information Literacy Education 
 
 
 
It is recommended that frameworks are developed based on this research. The 
findings in this research can be used to provide opportunities for inclusive informed 
learning approaches to curriculum development. It is also recommended that when 
developing curriculum for EFL students, a number of frameworks and models of 
information literacy are utilised that incorporate all aspects of EFL experiences of 
information literacy, including the six frames of information literacy which include: 
competency, personal relevance and relational based frames.   
 
It is recommended that librarians and other educators teaching in EFL or ESL 
environments take into account the impact language has on the information literacy 
experiences of their students. This research has shown that EFL students’ 
experiences of information use are influenced by language, including their 
experiences of accessing, reading, evaluating and using information. EFL students 
face many barriers to completing projects in English, including access to information 
and reading comprehension. Language barriers and challenges should be taken into 
consideration when developing information literacy instruction for EFL/ESL 
students. Librarians and other educators need to be aware of the challenges that 
specific groups of EFL/ESL students face, so that they can develop curriculum based 
on the particular language needs of their students.  
 
It is recommended that librarians and other educators take into account the learning 
strategies of EFL/ESL students. This research has shown that EFL students’ 
information literacy learning startegies were sequential, strategic and informative. 
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EFL students applied particular techniques and strategies to how they read, 
understood and used information and often students were guided or directed to use 
these techniques. EFL students also adapted these guided techniques to suit their own  
learning styles. The particular information literacy learning strategies and approaches 
to learning that EFL/ESL students’ use should be taken into account when 
developing information literacy curriculum. For example, EFL students could be 
instructed on how to identify relevant and reliable information in a series of 
sequential steps, as this was their preferred approach of learning when they were 
identifying relevant and reliable information.  
Conclusion 
The research question in this thesis was; How do EFL students experience 
information literacy? The findings revealed that EFL students experienced 
information literacy in four qualitatively different ways: process, quality, language 
and knowledge. In addition, they had varying experiences of information and 
learning, including variation in their experiences of information sources and 
approaches to learning. This research has also revealed that as non native English 
speakers, EFL students faced a number of challenges related to language that 
impacted on their experiences of reading, accessing and translating information. The 
findings also revealed that EFL students’ information literacy learning strategies 
across the categories were sequential, strategic and informative.  
 
The findings of this research about EFL students provide new insights that contribute 
to research about EFL students and to information literacy research conducted using 
a relational approach. The findings can also be used to contribute to information 
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literacy practice, especially information literacy practice that promotes inclusive 
informed learning and the development of information literacy curriculum for EFL 
and ESL students that takes into consideration more learner centred approaches to 
teaching and learning. This research contributes to information literacy practice by 
providing information about the varying experiences EFL students have of 
information and learning and by providing data on the information literacy learning 
strategies of EFL students.  It is proposed that EFL students’ experiences and 
perceptions of information and learning revealed in the findings are used to inform 
the development information literacy curriculum for EFL and ESL students in a 
variety of educational contexts.  
 
This thesis follows Bruce’s (1997a) recommendation that studies about conceptions 
of information literacy need to be conducted in higher education institutions 
internationally to see if similar conceptions are also found in other cultural contexts, 
and contributes to the growing body of research that investigates the experiences of 
information literacy using phenomenography. This research also addresses a gap in 
existing research that investigates information literacy experiences of students in 
different linguistic, educational and cultural contexts.  
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Appendices 
 
Appendix A  
Interview Participant Profile - Pilot 
 
Information literacy for English Foreign Language (EFL) students 
Researcher: Nicole Johnston 
 All responses will be treated confidentially 
 Any information obtained in connection with this project that can identify you 
will remain confidential 
Interview Participant Profile 
Gender   
Female  
Male  
 
Age Group 
17-20  
21-23  
23-25  
25-30  
Over 30  
 
What course are you studying? (Please tick and enter discipline e.g. social work, 
electrical engineering) 
Business   
Engineering  
Applied Communication  
Health  
Other (Please specify) 
 
 
 
 
What is your current IELTS level? 
 Basic Intermediate Fluent 
Writing    
Reading    
Listening    
Speaking    
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Appendix B  
Pilot Interview Questions 
 
Information literacy for EFL (English as a Foreign Language) students 
 
Researcher: Nicole Johnston 
 
 This interview will be recorded with an audio recorder 
 All comments and responses will be treated confidentially 
 Any information obtained in connection with this project that can identify you 
will remain confidential 
 
Questions – Experiences of information literacy 
Question 1 Tell me about an assignment you are doing at the moment. 
Why did you choose the topic?  
Question2 How did you go about searching for information for your assignment? 
Why did you search that way?  
 
Question 3 What kinds of information did you use for your assignment? 
 
Question 4 Describe how you used that information in your assignment? 
 
Question 5 Is there anything you would do differently if this assignment (or the 
information) were in Arabic. 
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Appendix C 
 Main Study - Interview Questions 
 
Information literacy for EFL (English as a Foreign Language) students 
 
Researcher: Nicole Johnston 
 
 All responses will be treated confidentially 
 Any information obtained in connection with this project that can identify you 
will remain confidential 
 
Questions – Experiences of information literacy 
Question 1 Tell me about an assignment you are doing at the moment. 
Can you tell me more about that? 
Can you give me an example? 
Why is that important? 
 
Question2  How did you go about completing your assignment? 
You said you did .... Can you tell me more about that? 
 
Question 3 How did you go about searching for information about this 
assignment? 
Can you tell me more about that? 
Can you give me an example? 
Why is that important? 
 
Question 4 Describe how you used that information in your assignment? 
Can you tell me more about that? 
Can you give me an example? 
Why is that important? 
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Appendix D 
Information Sheet and Consent Form 
 
PARTICIPANT INFORMATION FOR 
QUT RESEARCH PROJECT 
Interview and questionnaire 
 
Understanding the information literacy 
experiences of EFL (English Foreign Language) 
students 
English as a foreign language (EFL) is defined as English for learners in whose 
community  
English is not the usual language of communication (Thornbury, 2006). 
QUT Ethics Approval Number 1100000528
 
RESEARCH TEAM  
Principal Researcher: Nicole Johnston, Liaison Librarian, Higher Colleges 
Technology, UAE 
Supervisor: Professor Helen Partridge, Information Systems, Faculty of 
Science and Technology, Queensland University of 
Technology (QUT) 
Associate Supervisor:  Dr Hilary Hughes, Information Systems, Faculty of Science 
and Technology, QUT 
DESCRIPTION 
This project is being undertaken as part of a PhD (Doctor of Philosophy).    
The purpose of this project is to investigate how English Foreign Language (EFL) 
students experience information literacy and to develop a theoretical framework of 
information literacy for EFL students. 
You are invited to participate in this research project because you are an English 
Foreign Language (EFL) student who is studying in a higher education institution. 
The researcher requests your assistance because your input will be valuable in helping 
me to develop a picture of the experiences you have of information when you are 
completing projects.  
VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION 
Your participation in this project is entirely voluntary. If you do agree to participate, you 
can withdraw from the project at any time without comment or penalty. Any identifiable 
information already obtained from you will be destroyed. Your decision to participate, 
or not participate, will in no way impact upon your current or future relationship with 
this college (for example your grades) or with QUT.  
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Your participation will involve an audio recorded interview. The interview will be 
conducted in person at a mutually agreeable time. The interview will take approximately 
1 hour. Questions will include: 
 Tell me about an assignment you are doing at the moment. 
 How did you go about searching for information for your assignment? 
 What kinds of information did you use for your assignment? 
You will also be asked to complete a participant profile questionnaire. Questions will 
include: 
 Your age 
 What course you are studying 
EXPECTED BENEFITS 
It is expected that this project will benefit EFL students in higher education institutions 
by providing research that can be used to inform the development of information literacy 
curriculum. 
RISKS 
There are no risks beyond normal day-to-day living associated with your participation in 
this project. 
PRIVACY AND CONFIDENTIALITY 
All comments and responses will be treated confidentially. Any data collected as part of 
this project will be stored securely as per QUT’s Management of research data policy. 
Any information obtained in connection with this project that can identify you will 
remain confidential. Comments will be made anonymous after transcription. I plan to 
publically present and publish the results of this research in journal articles, conference 
papers and a thesis, however information will only be provided in a form that does not 
identify you. 
Your interview will be recorded:  
 You will not have the opportunity to verify your comments and responses prior 
to final inclusion 
 Audio recordings will be destroyed at the conclusion of the PhD 
 Only the project team members listed above and a transcriber will have access to 
your recorded interview 
 Audio recordings will not be used for any other purpose 
 It is not possible to participate in this research without being audio recorded. 
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CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE 
Once you understand what the project is about, and if you agree to participate, we ask 
that you sign the Consent Form (enclosed) to confirm your agreement to participate. 
QUESTIONS / FURTHER INFORMATION ABOUT THE PROJECT 
If have any questions or require any further information about the project please contact 
one of the research team members below. 
 
Nicole Johnston 
Librarian 
Higher Colleges of 
Technology 
nicole.johnston@hct.ac.ae 
065054253 
 
 
Professor Helen Partridge 
Information Systems 
Discipline 
Faculty of Science and 
Technology 
h.partridge@qut.edu.au 
671 3138 9047 
 
Dr Hilary Hughes 
Information Systems 
Discipline 
Faculty of Science and 
Technology 
h.hughes@qut.edu.au
617 3138 3266 
 
   I
  
CONCERNS / COMPLAINTS REGARDING THE CONDUCT OF THE 
PROJECT 
QUT is committed to research integrity and the ethical conduct of research projects.  
However, if you do have any concerns or complaints about the ethical conduct of the 
project you may contact the QUT Research Ethics Unit on +6173138 5123 or email 
ethicscontact@qut.edu.au. The QUT Research Ethics Unit is not connected with the 
research project and can facilitate a resolution to your concern in an impartial manner. 
Thank you for helping with this research project.  Please keep this sheet for your 
information. 
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CONSENT FORM FOR QUT 
RESEARCH PROJECT 
 
Understanding the information literacy 
experiences of EFL (English Foreign Language) 
students 
English as a foreign language (EFL) is defined as English for learners in whose 
community  
English is not the usual language of communication (Thornbury, 2006). 
QUT Ethics Approval Number 1100000528
 
RESEARCH TEAM CONTACTS   
 
Nicole Johnston 
Librarian 
Higher Colleges of 
Technology 
nicole.johnston@hct.ac.ae 
065054253 
 
Professor Helen Partridge 
Information Systems 
Discipline 
Faculty of Science and 
Technology 
h.partridge@qut.edu.au 
671 3138 9047 
 
Dr Hilary Hughes 
Information Systems 
Discipline 
Faculty of Science and 
Technology 
h.hughes@qut.edu.au
617 3138 3266 
STATEMENT OF CONSENT 
By signing below, you are indicating that you: 
 have read and understood the information document regarding this project 
 have had any questions answered to your satisfaction 
 understand that if you have any additional questions you can contact the 
research team 
 understand that you are free to withdraw at any time, without comment or 
penalty 
 understand that you can contact the Research Ethics Unit on +61 7 3138 5123 
or email ethicscontact@qut.edu.au if you have concerns about the ethical 
conduct of the project 
 understand that the project will include audio recording 
 agree to participate in the project 
 
Name  
Signature  
Date   
 
Please return this sheet to the investigator. 
